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ABSTRACT
Scholarship on women's history in the early twentieth century centers on the
triumph of the suffrage movement with the enactment of the Nineteenth Amendment
in 1920. Few scholars have addressed the role of women in partisan and electoral
politics in the 1920s. The decade after suffrage has been dismissed as a time when the
progressive reformers were losing ground, women voters failed to constitute a
"women's bloc," and the pressures of modern society drew both men and women away
from partisan politics. This study aims to uncover the political actions of newly
enfranchised women in 1920s Rhode Island. The analysis will focus on women's
voting patterns, their participation in the political parties, and most importantly, their
involvement in women's organizations. The study undertakes a close examination of
the records of women's organizations, and government agencies in which women
played a role, as well as a review of local newspaper coverage to determine the level
of political involvement of Rhode Island's women in the 1920s. It concludes that
contrary to much of the existing literature, Rhode Island's elite, political women had a
very large hand in shaping the local political agenda and affecting legislative outcomes
in the realm of maternal and child welfare, civic reform, and equal rights legislation.
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INTRODUCTION

Scholarship on women's history in the early twentieth century centers on the triumph of
the suffrage movement with the enactment of the Nineteenth Amendment in I 920.
Following this great achievement, however, most studies suggest that women did not
enjoy immediate inclusion into the political landscape as was hoped. 1 The traditional
interpretation by historians and political scientists is that women failed to vote in great
numbers and were unable to make significant changes within the political
establishment. Few scholars have addressed the role of women in partisan and electoral
politics immediately after suffrage in the 1920s, primarily because the decade after
suffrage has been dismissed as a time when women voters failed to constitute a
"women's bloc," the progressive reformers were losing ground, and the pressures of
modem society drew both men and women away from partisan politics. 2 To be sure,
persistent gender ideologies did not disappear with suffrage and even after gaining the
vote it was difficult for women to enter the male-dominated sphere of partisan and
electoral politics. However, rather than retreating from politics, women continued to
rely on the longstanding tradition of advocating reform through organized groups.
Feminist historian Estelle Freedman argues that after suffrage many women continued
to participate in the separatist female organizations that had been so effective in
lobbying for suffrage. 3 This is particularly true in post-suffrage Rhode Island. This
study takes up Freedman's call for an analysis of the political strategies of post-suffrage
women's organizations and measures their impact on the political landscape in the
1920s by taking an in-depth look at the activity of Rhode Island's women's groups. It

challenges the prevailing interpretations that discount the suffrage victory by suggesting
that local women's organizations played an extremely important role in shaping
legislation, educating voters, lobbying legislators, and advocating social reform
measures.
In order to question the historiography that discounts women's political activity
in the 1920s this study presents a detailed examination of women's politics in Rhode
Island. This in-depth study of local politics lends valuable insights into the broader
national political context regarding women and politics in the decade after suffrage.
Rhode Island was one of the most developed states in the nation in the 1920s. It was
also known for the cronyism and corruption that dominated its government. The
strategies of organized women in influencing local politics are instructive because they
point to new models of organizational cooperation and a strong women's lobby that are
not part of the existing historical analysis of women in the 1920s. The experience of
Rhode Island's women could well have been replicated in other, similar, states. Little
work has been done to uncover the history of women's political activity in 1920s Rhode
Island. Existing histories tend to mention suffrage and then gloss over women's role in
local politics until the 1970s.4 Several thoughtful studies discuss the lives of workingclass women and immigrant women in Rhode Island in the first half of the twentiethcentury. 5 Others detail the suffrage movement in the state. 6 This study will expand
upon the incomplete scholarship on Rhode Island women's history. By locating ways
that organized women influenced (and in some cases failed to influence) partisan
politics, it reveals unique historical insights about Rhode Island's socio-political
environment, gender and class relationships, and the effectiveness of women's reform
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efforts therein.
On the national level, women in the 1920s inherited a legacy of reform from
nineteenth-century activists who participated in municipal housekeeping measures and
sought social justice reform, including the fight for suffrage. The ideology of
republican motherhood that promoted reverence for women as mothers and caregivers
continued to shape expectations of women's proper role in the public sphere. The
1920s saw a greater number of women moving into the workplace as professional
social workers, nurses, and clerical workers. A few elite women moved into
government positions at the Children's Bureau or in state health agencies. Slowly, and
partially by virtue of gendered expectations, women in the 1920s began to dominate
control over maternal and child welfare policy establishing what one historian has
named "the female dominion in American reform." 7 This dominion reached its peak
with the successful passage of the Sheppard-Towner Act in 1921. But despite having
gained the right to vote and expanded influence over social welfare policy, the majority
of American women continued to face hurdles to full political participation in the
1920s. Many states denied women the rights and obligations of full citizenship.
Women were banned from jury service in several states, and marriage to an immigrant
often resulted in a women's losing her status as a U.S. citizen. Women also had an
increasingly difficult time in entering the political establishment, particularly the
decision-making sectors of the major parties. Nevertheless, through continued
participation in voluntary organizations women in the 1920s deeply influenced politics.
The number of women's organizations grew to represent a much more diverse group of
voices than ever before. These groups influenced legislation and helped reform partisan
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politics from the outside.
Looking deeply at Rhode Island women's political achievements in the twenties
necessitates a basic understanding of the political climate in Rhode Island in the era
preceding suffrage. The political system women tried to enter after gaining the vote
was largely reflective of the revised state Constitution that went into effect in 1843 after
the notorious Dorr Rebellion. 8 While the coup that had aimed to extend suffrage rights
to a larger sector of the population failed, it succeeded in forcing a partial revision of
the state constitution. The new document maintained strict voting restrictions that
would hinder the state into the twentieth-century. It allowed suffrage for all male
citizens over the age of twenty-one for statewide offices. It imposed a property
qualification that prevented any man who wasn't taxed on $134 of real or personal
property from voting for city or town officials who decided matters of local finance and
taxation until 1928. Finally, the 1843 Constitution limited the representation of
growing urban centers in the General Assembly. Each city or town, no matter the size
of its population, sent a single senator to the upper house. As a result of the property
qualification and the uneven apportionment of the Senate, the state Constitution of 1843
effectively kept white, rural, Protestant, landowners in control of state government. 9
The Gilded Age represented a period of great industrial and economic growth in
Rhode Island. The booming textile industry paved the way for other manufacturers to
commence business in Rhode Island. By the tum of the century, Providence and the
surrounding cities of Pawtucket, Woonsocket, and Central Falls were home to a variety
of production industries including textiles, jewelry, tools, silverware, and rubber. 10 A
massive influx of immigrants drastically changed the state's ethnic makeup as workers
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came in to fill the demand for labor. By 1890 about thirty percent of the state's white
population was foreign born. 11 Many Irish, Italian, French Canadian, and Portuguese
immigrants moved into the state, swelling the urban populations. As the population
grew, economic and social divisions were magnified. Working-class immigrants living
in the cities struggled to find good housing and schools. Immigrant women and
children provided cheap labor to the factories. The malapportionment of the state
legislature and the property qualification for voting meant that Rhode Island's urban and
immigrant populations had very little political representation. As time went on, some
second and third generation immigrants made inroads into the political establishment,
particularly the Irish Catholics in the Democratic Party. 12 Despite some gains by ethnic
minorities, Yankee capitalists and industrialists dominated politics in tum-of-thecentury Rhode Island. The Republican leaders maintained control over the state
legislature by means of the antiquated property qualification, legislative
malapportionment, and political corruption. Near one-party rule prevailed as the
Republicans controlled the state house in all but two of the legislative sessions between
1865 and 1900. These elite politicians guarded their power carefully and were slow to
accept any reform efforts that might threaten their dominance.

13

One such threat to the political status quo was the idea of women's suffrage.
Women's groups that had focused primarily on municipal housekeeping measures began
the fight for suffrage in the late nineteenth-century. Their fight was long and they faced
many obstacles, especially in a strong anti-suffrage movement. In the years leading up
to suffrage a broad coalition of suffrage supporters emerged, extending beyond the
traditional base of white, Protestant, women to include other ethnicities, religions, and
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classes. 14 Progressive reformers, who were gaining some political ground, offered their
endorsements of woman suffrage and in the 191Os the Democrats threw their support
behind women arguing that the woman vote would help to achieve greater Progressive
reform efforts. Rhode Island suffragists successfully lobbied for a presidential suffrage
bill in 1917, allowing qualified women voters to vote for presidential candidates. The
state legislature approved the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920.
After World War I Republican leaders in Rhode Island were largely
unsympathetic to economic, political, or social reform. Nativist sentiment, red-baiting,
and Ku Klux Klan activity increased. In the face of this conservative climate, however,
newly enfranchised women along with many Irish, Italian, and French Canadian voters
in the state's urban centers came together in support of local Democrats in the 1922
election. The minority party elected William Flynn, its first gubernatorial candidate in
over a decade, several Democrats took other state offices, and the House was split
evenly between the parties. The Republicans retained the majority in the Senate but
Democratic Lieutenant Governor Felix Toupin controlled its daily operations. Seeing a
chance to abolish the restrictive property qualification once and for all, the Democrats
staged a filibuster in an attempt to force the Republicans to call a constitutional
convention, eliminate the property qualification, and redistrict the Senate. 15 The
filibuster blocked almost all legislative action during both the 1923 and 1924 sessions
of the Senate. In June 1924, with political tempers flying high, a stink bomb, allegedly
planted by a thug hired by the Republican Party, went off in the Senate chamber. The
Republicans senators, feigning fear and exasperation, fled the state and convened in a
hotel in Rutland, Massachusetts, where they remained until early 1925. Their absence
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meant that no quorum could be met on any Senate action. While failure to reach
political compromise on the property qualification issue was the fault of both parties,
the Democrats bore the brunt of public anger and political backlash during and after the
filibuster. The people were especially angry because of the way the way the filibuster
had halted legislative business including payment of state appropriations for employee
salaries and crucial state programs forcing local individuals and businesses to distribute
loans to finance public operations. In spite of public anger and failed action, the
filibuster represented an important step toward achievement of constitutional reform in
Rhode Island. During and after the filibuster organized women in Rhode Island
continued to advocate for social and political reform. Women played a large role in
advocating for the referenda that would abolish the property qualification, reapportion
the Senate, and provide for biennial registration of voters in 1928.
'rhe drama of the filibuster demonstrates the lengths to which Rhode Island
politicians would go to maintain their power and the way that big personalities and
petty politics undermined the needs of constituents. Politicians in both parties would
likewise obstruct certain women's issues if they appeared to be a political threat. Newly
enfranchised women in Rhode Island were thus forced to contend with a political
climate that was adverse to reform and unresponsive to the needs of its constituents.
Rather than retreating or breaking into warring factions in the face of such obstacles,
however, local women's organizations in Rhode Island pursued an ambitious legislative
agenda. Analysis of the strategies organized women employed to lay claim to their
rights as voters and citizens in the face of this harsh political climate reveals the
strength and creativity of their separatist institution.
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The women who make up the bulk of this narrative were generally white and
middle or upper-middle class. The majority of women participating in organizational
activities had the privilege of some leisure time with which to engage in reform
pursuits. Many of the women mentioned had been active suffragists. Others had
entered into organizational life after gaining the franchise. Evidence suggests some
level of cooperation between women of different faiths in reform efforts. On the other
hand, some antagonism existed between old-stock, Protestant, women and their newstock counterparts. I suggest the need to consider the women mentioned in this study as
a small, unique, group of women who represented a "political class." These were
women who desired to affect change. They were largely not, however, representative of
Rhode Island's urban, immigrant population. While the women mentioned in this
history may not have represented all women, many of their efforts at reform were
undertaken with the goal of ameliorating class differences and promoting the
citizenship rights of their less fortunate sisters.
This study seeks to uncover the post-suffrage activities of organized women in
1920s Rhode Island. It asks some specific questions about the role of women in local
politics, including: In what ways did women infiltrate male dominated politics?
Around what issues and legislation did Rhode Island's women organize? Which
women's organizations gained the most prominence in the decade after suffrage? How
did these organizations interact with one another? How effective were women's groups
in shaping the legislative agenda? Whereas historians of the national scene have tended
to discount women's political participation in the post-suffrage era, the answers to these
questions suggests the need for a revision of our conception of women's activity in this
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era. The records of Rhode Island's women's organizations, local newspaper accounts,
and government documents from the period provide answers to these and other
questions.
In order to provide a clear picture of the different aspects of women's
organizational activity in 1920s Rhode Island, this study begins in chapter one with a
foundational history of women's activism in Rhode Island. This historiography
questions the traditional notion that women's groups, particularly the League of Women
Voters and the Women's Party, functioned in opposition to one another. It points to a
general cooperation between women's organizations that helped women gain greater
influence in the conservative political climate. Building on the general history of the
women's activism in Rhode Island, the second chapter focuses on women's efforts for
social reform. It reflects an emphasis on women's strength in organizing around
legislation specific to women and children. This organizational emphasis becomes
more clear through careful analysis of specific local battles, such as the acceptance of
the federal Sheppard-Towner Maternity and Infancy Act, the creation of local mothers
aid programs, and women's efforts to promote child welfare legislation. The third
chapter looks beyond women's influence as mothers to examine the level at which
women entered Rhode Island's male-dominated political parties. It also points to
several civic reform efforts for which organized women were responsible. Finally, the
fourth chapter examines the continued push for equal rights legislation by Rhode Island
women into the late 1920s. Women from various organizational loyalties came together
in the fight against the property qualification, attempts to secure equal pay for women
teachers, and the effort to include women on juries. In sum, the collective efforts of
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organized women in 1920s Rhode Island represented not stagnation following the right
to vote, as much of the post-suffrage scholarship suggests, but rather a force for
political change and social reform that has as its legacy several key legislative victories.

10

CHAPTER ONE
Women's Organizations in the 1920s

By building on the skills and traditions cultivated through their experiences in
separatist female organizations, Rhode Island women fought for their right to vote and
then extended and expanded upon their organized strength to gain greater influence in
local politics. Women in 1920s Rhode Island were active in groups like the Rhode
Island League of Women Voters and political women's clubs from which they began the
work of cleaning up political campaigns, advocating legislation, and continuing the
fight for equal rights. By describing the prominent post-suffrage groups and their aims,
this chapter lays the groundwork for a larger theme that will develop throughout the
study which suggests that in contrast to studies with a national scope emphasizing rifts
between women's organizations as a broad cause for the decline of organized women's
productivity in the 1920s, the experience of Rhode Island's organized women points to
cooperation over competition. A review of the organizational landscape for local
women in this era lays the groundwork for the chapters that follow.
Rhode Island's Women's Organizations in the Early 20th Century
Nineteenth-century women's organizations had worked toward a multitude of
goals including abolition, temperance, property reform, and suffrage. Experience in
those efforts played an integral role in preparing women to enter the public sphere and
participate in politics; but even in this first stage, participants in the nineteenth-century
women's movement had broad agendas with distinctive goals. Historian Nancy Cott
outlines the three philosophical strands of the nineteenth century women's
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organizations.

1

The first group was composed of charitable societies in which women,

"seeing a special mandate for themselves because of their gender, discovered new
strengths in collectivity. " 2 The second type of women's group consisted of those
groups that sought "women's rights" or "rights equivalent to those that men enjoyed on
legal, political, and civic grounds." Finally, Cott describes the more radical women's
groups that sought emancipation from existing "structures, conventions, and attitudes
enforced by law and custom." 3 Through their participation in women's organizations of
each kind, nineteenth-century women collectively challenged the existing gender
hierarchy for the first time. Cott remarks, "[t]he underlying theme that women were
variable human beings as men were, had the same human intellectual and spiritual
endowment as men, and therefore deserved the same opportunities and rights to
advance themselves, persistently surfaced. " 4 As nineteenth-century women participated
in these various kinds of separatist organizations, they not only voiced challenges to
gender hierarchy but increasingly participated in the public rhetoric that would prepare
them for the suffrage battle. A brief history of women's club activity in Rhode Island
leading up to the suffrage victory helps put this history in context.
Organized women were active throughout Rhode Island in the pre-suffrage era.
Like their counterparts throughout the nation, many middle and upper-class Rhode
Island women dedicated their leisure time to participation in women's clubs in the late
nineteenth-century. These clubs were generally concerned with recreation, socializing,
religious study, and temperance. The Rhode Island Women's Club (RIWC), founded in
1876, was the first major women's club in Rhode Island. Founded by women who had
been active in the antislavery and temperance movements, it was seen as offering "a
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social and intellectual centre where ladies of the most varying tastes could find
congenial companionship."

5

During its first year membership hovered around 100. By

1922 the club had expanded to 500 members. The RIWC was not open to everyone, in
fact, soon after its founding Elizabeth Buffum Chace and her daughters resigned from
the club because it refused to admit black women. 6 Those that were privileged with
membership participated in activities emphasizing self culture and the cultivation of
public talents. Meetings generally entailed a reading on certain topics and then
discussion. Sometimes political topics would be chosen, but they were generally
discussed rather than acted upon. 7 Middle-class women in Rhode Island in the mid to
late nineteenth-century used club activity to foster friendship, intellectual growth, and
the development of personal talents.
Organizational activity in separatist women's organizations soon extended
beyond merely social pursuits. Mirroring trends nationwide, the second and third
generation of clubwomen began to extend their organizational work beyond club
meetings and into efforts designed to meet the needs of the broader community.
Reflecting the progressive ideal of bureaucratic organization and translocal networks,
many groups joined to create umbrella organizations that could expand the power of
women's club activity and link groups around the state that were separated by
geography. The Rhode Island State Federation of Women's Clubs (RISFWC), having
formed a few years earlier, announced in 1903, "the Club call to-day is for social
service rather than for self culture. " 8 Building on their notion that club work could help
to "purify" social and civic life, the RISFWC engaged in municipal housekeeping
projects throughout the state. 9 Early in the twentieth-century, the RI Federation
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worked on issues like establishing kindergartens and traveling libraries, creating a
metropolitan park system, promoting action against child labor, and the creation of pure
food and drug legislation. ' 0 The Rhode Island Federation brought together middleclass women of different faiths and ethnic backgrounds. Mrs. Caesar Misch, former
president of the National Council of Jewish Women and the widow of a jeweler in
Providence, served as the Federation's president from 1922 to 1925. Clubs that were
part of the Federation formed an organizational structure based on the national
organization. Communication between the national and local clubs increased and
women's organizational work became more streamlined in the period leading up to
suffrage. Members of the Federation expanded their work into issues of education,
public health, and community development.

11

Perhaps a reflection of Rhode Island's

conservative political climate, the RIFWC did not resolve to support woman suffrage
until the eve of the First World War, despite the membership of many prominent
suffragists in the Federation.
The Rhode Island Council of Women acted as a complement to the Rhode
Island Federation of Women's Clubs, though it quickly delved deeper into politics. The
Council was composed of delegates of over 30 of the largest and most important
women's organizations in the state. It met once a month to discuss issues related to
civic improvement and social needs and maintained a nonpartisan and nonsectarian
stance. The Council represented a wide swath of the women in Rhode Island. At a
March 1922 meeting, Roberta J. Dunbar, President of the Rhode Island Union of
Colored Women's Clubs, said, "The RI Council is the only organization of its kind in
the State which stands for women regardless of race or color and for that reason the
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union finds it imperative to keep open that one door of communication with other
women's organizations. It should be possible in this new democracy for us all to come
together." 12 The Council, as one of the most inclusive women's organizations in the
state, worked to keep on top of the legislative agenda and support or endorse measures
affecting the public good. 13 It continued these tactics in the post-suffrage era as an
important part of the coalition of women's groups.
Many smaller women's clubs operated within either the RIFWC or the Council
of Women. Women of different faiths participated in the Catholic Women's Club, the
Providence Branch of the National Council of Jewish Women or other faith based clubs.
The Women's Christian Temperance Union was prominent as well. Mothers clubs and
Parent Teacher Associations also constituted a large part of middle-class women's
associational lives. The Rhode Island Congress of Parents and Teachers acted as a
federating body for thirty-seven mother's clubs throughout the state. 14 The Consumers
League of Rhode Island, founded in 190 l, fought for protective legislation for women
and children. In the era leading up to suffrage, middle-class women had ample
opportunity to participate in club activity in Rhode Island. By way of organizational
life, women cultivated skills of oration and analysis, built confidence, and forged strong
bonds of friendship and cooperation. Some club women, drawing on their experiences
in women's organizations, extended their work to include the suffrage fight.
The Rhode Island Woman Suffrage Association (RIWSA) formed in the late
nineteenth-century with the aim of extending suffrage to women. Just as their
counterparts would in the era after suffrage, Rhode Island's suffragists faced great
political challenges in a local political climate that had "always been conspicuous for its
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conservatism." Some of the state's elite women also formed a strong anti-suffrage
movement. In her brief history of the Rhode Island suffrage movement, Agnes Jenks
described the "antis," in this case, Rhode Island women who were opposed to suffrage,
as "those who have found existing conditions of society so favorable to their personal
interests that they are adverse to any change." 15 The Rhode Island Association
Opposed to Women's Suffrage (RIAOWS) claimed over 1,700 members in 1914.
While the anti-suffragists were vocal in their criticisms of suffrage, the Republican
controlled legislature was also unresponsive to suffragists. Even in the face of these
challenges the visibility of the suffrage movement in Rhode Island expanded in the
early years of the twentieth century. The movement had won some important victories
in securing women's right to own property in 1893 and obtain custody of children in
1896. In 1915, the state's three suffrage groups merged to form the Rhode Island Equal
Suffrage Association. The new group created a larger coalition of suffrage supporters
who increased their efforts and began publicity campaigns and gained support from
local Democrats and women of varying backgrounds throughout the state. Rhode
Island suffrage activists got an important victory in the Presidential Suffrage bill of
1917. The fight for full suffrage continued until Rhode Island became the twenty-third
state to ratify the Nineteenth Amendment in January I 920. The Amendment was
ratified nationally in August I 920. Obviously, the achievement of the suffrage was a
great victory for organized women throughout the country, but suffragists in Rhode
Island saw the suffrage victory as a means to promote greater social and civic reform
efforts within the state.
The 1920s Social Climate

16

Participation in organizational life represented an important part of privileged
women's social lives in the era leading up to suffrage. Women drew on their club
traditions to create the foundations and support networks that proved critical to the
suffrage victory. While separatist women's organizations remained an important part of
women's lives in the 1920s, a changing social climate meant that some women didn't
get involved in clubs. The 1920s saw great change within the social lives of most
Americans. Urban populations swelled and the automobile facilitated transportation
and the building of suburbs. Household size was decreasing. Within the home a
massive consumer culture promoted the use of new appliances, packaged foods and
other convenience goods. Households moved from the employment of domestic help to
the use of manufactured appliances, a move that did not necessarily lend more leisure
time to the American housewife. Women were working in the 1920s but a prejudice
remained toward married women's work. The ideal of the family wage remained
prevalent.

16

Mothers faced greater pressure to standardize their child rearing skills. 17

Advertising became prevalent in the 1920s as well, and targeted women as the
individual agents of the family budget. 18 Household life for women in the 1920s was
changing swiftly as popular and consumer culture entered the home on a deeper scale
than ever before.
Ideas about marriage and sexual norms were changing as well. The enjoyment
of heterosexual relationships became a recognized and accepted aspect of people's
lives. A scorn for the "Victorian" model of sexual morality became prevalent in 1920s
literature and social criticism. As Cott points out, "A new cultural apparatus formed
around the revelation that sexual expression was a source of vitality and personality
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(not a drain on energy at the nineteenth century moralists had warned) and that female
sexual desire was there to be exploited and satisfied."

19

The ideal of companionate

marriage also became the norm. This view saw marriage and family as "a specialized
site for emotional intimacy, personal and sexual expression, and nurture among
husband, wife, and a small number of children." 20 Women's sexual and psychological
needs were better recognized in companionate marriages, but this did not alter the
gender hierarchy of the sexual division of labor for most women. Under the
companionate marriage model, marriage became a sexual necessity for "normal"
women. This had strong repercussions for separatist women's organizations. Whereas
in the nineteenth-century homosocial interaction was the norm, the 1920s saw a move
toward vilification of those women who pursued deep friendships with other women.
Those women who continued to participate actively in women's organizations were
often stigmatized as old maids or spinsters, or worse, as lesbians.
Postwar conservatism, moreover, fostered a rise in the number of nationalist and
nativist women's organizations. Just as the changing notions of marriage drew many
women away from participation in separatist organizations, patriotic groups employing
the rhetoric of red baiting attacked progressive women's organizations as dangerous to
society. This was partially an extension of the debate over federal rights versus states
rights. Patriotic groups like the Woman Patriots and the Sentinels of the Republic
condemned the WJCC's support for Sheppard-Towner and the Child Labor Amendment
as "socialistic," "red," "radical," or "internationalist" in nature. 21 These attacks swayed
public support against progressive reform efforts and made the work of women's
organizations in support of welfare legislation all the more difficult.
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In spite of these important social trends, many women did remain faithful to
organized womanhood and for many women, participation in women's clubs remained
an important part of social life. The women who were active in 1920s women's
organizations in Rhode Island tended to be older, having passed the point in their lives
when raising children occupied their days. While some cross-racial and religious
cooperation took place in the RISFWC through the joining of separate clubs, the
women were generally white, middle-class, and Protestant. These women had grown
up in an era when their mothers had actively engaged in organized womanhood as a
tool for self-edification and socialization. Many of the prominent women in the
RILWV, the RIWP, and the women's groups associated with political parties had been
active in the fight for suffrage. Some of the women had attended college, and many
had careers. The RILWV worked hard to engage a younger generation of women
voters, creating clubs for new voters around elections and partnering with Brown
University's Pembroke College for women. Conspicuously missing from club rolls,
however, were the younger, "new women" of the 1920s.22
The National League of Women Voters and the National Women's Party

Discussion of women's political activity in the 1920s that focuses on the national story
tends to focus primarily on the two most prominent groups, the League of Women
Voters and the National Women's Party, and the ideology that separated the two
groups. 23 In order to understand organized women's political strategies in 1920s Rhode
Island it is necessary to review the national agenda of these prominent post-suffrage
women's groups. Some of the women's organizations designed to promote suffrage
dissolved after the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment. A few groups remained
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intact and transitioned to new organizations. The National Woman Suffrage
Association became National League of Women Voters (NLWV). The NLWV was the
brainchild of a leading suffragist, Carrie Chapman Catt. It established itself as a
nonpartisan group that worked to educate newly enfranchised women voters, train
women to assume membership in the political parties, and promote a more just society.
By 1923 the NLWV had narrowed its focus to three major areas: "efficiency as the
basis for public welfare in government, equal legal status for women, and prevention of
war through international cooperation. " 24 Through its work to connect political
involvement with women's domestic lives, the LWV successfully engaged thousands of
women in politics for the first time. The League centered its campaigns on issues that
would arouse women's interests, such as "support of public goods such as sanitation
systems, parks and recreation, and schools; legislation protecting workers, particularly
women and children; and consumer protection legislation." 25 While the goals and
accomplishments of the LWV were many, their aim was not overtly feminist. Instead,
leaders of the LWV capitalized on women's positions as the moral arbiters of society
and used traditional interpretations of women's differences from men to shape their
reform agenda.
The National Woman's Party (NWP) was another important, though divisive,
women's organization in the 1920s. Unlike the League of Women Voters, which
advocated a variety oflegislation, the National Women's Party, under the leadership of
Alice Paul, was completely dedicated to the pursuit of an Equal Rights Amendment
(ERA) making men and women equal in the eyes of the law. The NWP saw the ERA as
a necessary "wholesale condemnation of gender inequality,"
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while the LWV argued

that making men and women's rights equal could lead to further exploitation of women
and children in the labor force by removing the protective legislation that had been the
aim of so many reform efforts. 27 The debate over the ERA was symbolic of the deep
disagreements taking root between national women's organizations in the 1920s. The
division bet.ween the League of Women Voters and the National Women's Party over
the Equal Rights Amendment was one of the many issues complicating women's
political participation in the post-suffrage era.
After witnessing the difficulty newly enfranchised women had in entering the
established political parties, League of Women Voters president Maud Wood Park
called for a meeting of women's organizations in Washington. At this meeting, several
women's organizations joined to form the Women's Joint Congressional Committee
(WJCC). 28 The goal of the WJCC was to act as an umbrella group for the unification
and increased efficiency of the lobbying efforts of prominent women's organizations.
The original organizations participating in the WJCC included the League of Women
Voters, the Women's Christian Temperance Union, The National Consumers' League,
the Generation of Federal Women's Clubs, and the National Women's Trade Union
League. 29 The League proved an extremely effective lobby in Washington in its early
years.
Other voluntarist organizations flourished in the 1920s. Among the large list of
influential groups were: the National Congress of Parents and Teachers, the Consumers
League, the Women's Christian Temperance Union, the Young Women's Christian
Association, the National Federation of Business and Professional Women's Clubs,
Women's City Clubs, and several local and state branches of these national
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organizations. 30 After gaining suffrage women's interests and opportunities for civic
engagement grew exponentially as clubs were formed for professional women, women
of different religions, and women of various racial and ethnic backgrounds. This
proliferation of specialized women's organizations is evidence of the expanded and
varied interests of women in the post-suffrage era. Historian Nancy Cott observes that
this diversity of interests "(professional women, religious women, mothers, women of
particular political sympathies) and purposes (birth control, education, peace, and so
• on) suggests at once the increasing diversity among American women and their dual
sense of themselves as members of a sex and as individuals possessing singular
characteristics."
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Thus, while the 1920s saw a continuation of women's inclination

toward organization in separatist groups the range of organizational goals also
expanded significantly, often shifting from the explicitly feminist issues of suffrage and
equal rights to issues more closely linked to disparate political, professional, or
community interests. Nevertheless, Cott posits that the period between the two world
wars represents the era of greatest participation by women in associational activity.
Perhaps because of the sheer number of women's clubs and the varied
opportunities available it soon became apparent that women did not constitute a
"women's bloc." As Leigh Ann Wheeler aptly remarked, "enfranchisement expanded
the female chorus." 32 Differences arose even among the largely white, middle-class
women who were active in women's organizations. Without the aim of suffrage
unifying all participants, women's political objectives varied according to race, class,
and ethnic background. As women's organizations took up complex issues that could
not be justified on the basis of women's expertise in maternal and child welfare reform,
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their differences became clear. Young women, who associated women's organizations
with an older, more traditional ethos, chose not to participate in separatist groups. As
Lynn Dumenil explains,
With more access to the public arena, with more options to choose from in their
personal lives, other distinctions that divided women came more obviously to the fore.
There was not a new woman, but many new women. 33

This multiplicity of goals expanded the number and types of separatist women's
organizations. The expansion and diversity of options to organized women is often
cited as the reason for their decline. Historians point to the sheer number of
organizations with distinct goals, and the conflicting ideologies of various groups to
discount organized women's activity in the 1920s as ineffective. The traditional
interpretation argues that without the unifying goal of suffrage, the women's movement
splintered and lost momentum. In contrast to this narrative that seeks to summarize the
experience of organized women on the national scale, a study of organized women's
activity in Rhode Island suggests that for those women who chose to engage with the
political process, having diverse organizations through which to achieve their goals was
a great benefit. It also suggests that, despite differences in aim, women of various
organizations came together to work for different legislative goals throughout the
1920s.
Organized Women in 1920s Rhode Island

In spite of the conservative political climate and the social changes affecting women's
views of club activity, the historical record suggests that organized women's activities in
1920s Rhode Island remained highly visible. While the social forces and the
multiplying of club goals were certainly a factor in Rhode Island, those women who
had been active in club activity before suffrage seemed equally engaged in the post-
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suffrage era. Both the Providence Journal and the Evening Bulletin dedicated a great
deal of coverage to women's reform efforts and general club activities. As women's
clubs from across the state continued cooperating and building coalitions with those
organizations that were more explicitly political in nature, the force of the local
women's lobby gained traction.
After the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, some Rhode Island suffrage
groups transformed into clubs that would aid women in understanding and learning
about the doors that had opened for them through inclusion in the political process. The
various suffrage organizations in Rhode Island combined to form the United League of
Women Voters (ULWV) in October 1920. 34 The group was designed to be a statewide
organization with local chapters that aimed to arouse women to the duties of
citizenship, and to promote their political education. Like the national LWV, the
• ULWV remained committed to nonpartisanship. It worked toward voter registration
and education, study of legislative issues, lobbying efforts, and campaign activities.
Over the course of its first ten years, the ULWV in Rhode Island took up such issues as
the regulation of child labor, equal pay for equal work, constructive legislation for the
enforcement of laws, entrance of the United States to the World Court, service of
women on juries, and wider opportunities for adults, including aliens, to attend public
school extension classes. 35 During its first year, membership held at about 1,000. Over
the course of the 1920s membership increased to over 4,000. 36 As a large organization
itself, as well as a member of the Rhode Island Federation of Women's Clubs and the
Rhode Island Council of Women, the ULWV was one of the most influential women's
groups in Rhode Island during this period. Members of the United League of Women
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Voters urged a nonpartisan approach for women in politics that centered on collective
study of the issues and then decision making based on fact. President of the ULWV
Mrs. James Cheesman described her vision of the League as follows,
I look on this work in the League as the renaissance of American citizenship. We are bringing
back the principles of our forefathers. This is the land of the free and the home of the brave:
yes, even in Rhode Island. Ifwe can't put our ideals into practice, what good are our ideals? We
37
must go into politics to uphold our ideas of citizenship.

Mrs. Jerome Fittz stated,
I have a supreme contempt for the woman who thinks she is too genteel to be interested in the
Government that controls her destiny and the destiny of her family. I have supreme contempt
from the bottom of my heart for the blind partisan who says 'My party, right or wrong.' I rejoice
in the partisan who says, 'My party if right" if wrong, help to make it right.' The United League
of Women Voters teaches tolerance and urges women to throw themselves into progressive
movements. It exhorts Democrats, Republicans, Socialists, Catholics, Protestants, and Jews to
get facts. It preaches an unshaken belief in the efficacy of an informed electorate. It meets the
needs of women who wish to take on partisan complexities away from party control. It is a
38
meeting ground for those who have not yet formed party alliance.

Some Rhode Island women also chose to participate in women's clubs tied to
the political parties. Many women participated in both the RILWV and either the
Republican Women's Club (RWC) or the Democratic Women's Club, combining the
nonpartisan and partisan worlds. These clubs, acting in an auxiliary function to the
party establishments that also included a few women, were most active during the
political campaign season. The Republican Women's Club, a large club filled with
many of Providence's elite women, also played a large role in backing legislation.
Members of the RWC grappled with the level at which they wanted to endorse the party
line. Some members of the Club advocated strict partisanship while others advocated a
more measured approach similar to that of the ULWV. In January 1922 the Women's
Republican Club adopted a resolution urging, "Republican women to join the
Republican Party and work through party organizations that they may exercise the
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greatest possible political influence in making their party a greater force for justice and
righteousness in the States and in the nation." 39 Critical of the ULWV approach, one
speaker at the meeting stated:
Party politics is a part of the American system of government. The feminine electorate is apt to
be suspicious of party regularity. But it is loose thinking or mental snobbery for them to say
that it is better to stay outside of a party and vote independently for a candidate who represents
their views for the moment. Few candidates are successful without an organization to back
them. By voting independently for a political candidate women are thus expressing their faith
in the principles of the party which he represents, that same party which they refused to support
.
.
40
as an orgamzat1on.

While some Republican women touted their dedication to the party, several members of
the Women's Republican Club were also members of the ULWV and the methods and
techniques used by both organizations to support legislation, organize for elections, and
foster political discussion were often similar. The Democratic Women's Club, though
granted less coverage in the Republican-leaning Providence Journal, was also an
important political club for women. It was very influential in securing more votes for
Democrat Al Smith in the 1928 presidential election than for Republican Herbert
Hoover. However, these clubs generally functioned outside the realms of political party
leadership and while the women engaged therein played supporting roles during the
campaign season and met to discuss and promote party backed legislation, they were
often just as detached from the party machinery as women engaged in the RILWV.
Perhaps taking their cue from a political party club or the RILWV, or perhaps
simply recognizing the potential for women to make an impact, other Rhode Island
women's clubs took on more robust political agendas in the decade after suffrage.
Speaking on behalf of the Rhode Island Federation of Women's Clubs, Club president
Mrs. Caesar Misch declared, "I believe the RI Fed will have to come into politics, in so
far as they have to do with uplift legislation. I shall urge before clubs that women go to
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the caucuses, and to the election booths and do their duty as citizens in support of
candidates who will work for the measures they want to see passed." 41 Misch was
changing the course of the Federation to be more political in its aims. Other women's
organizations of various kinds began to actively support legislation relevant to their
cause in this period. Their entrance into politics was indicative of organized women's
collective interest in legislative politics in the years after suffrage.
In an effort to streamline the legislative efforts of the disparate women's clubs,
several organizations came together in March of 1922 to form the nonpartisan Women's
Joint Legislative Committee of Rhode Island (WJLCRI). The initial WJLCRI member
organizations were the Consumer's League of RI, the Girls Friendly Society of RI, the
Jewish Council of Women, the Julia Ward Howe Association, the WCTU, the
Providence Branch of International Sunshine Society, the Providence Housewives
League, the Prisoner's Aid Association, the Rhode Island Council of Women, the Rhode
Island Federation of Women's Clubs, the Rhode Island Federation Women's Church
Associations, the United League of Women Voters. The group represented
approximately 20,000 women from around the State. 42 The Council's aim was to
decrease the duplication of efforts as women's groups began to investigate and act on
legislative issues. If one organization saw fit to support or disapprove of a bill it would
send a representative to discuss the matter with the WJLCRI representatives of other
groups to share information on the measure and assess the level of support from other
women's groups on the issue.
The Rhode Island Women's Party (RIWP) became prominent in the 1920s under
the leadership of Sara Algeo. Algeo had been a prominent suffragist. She was also a
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member of the Rhode Island League of Women Voters, heading the Providence branch.
Algeo ran for political office several times throughout the twenties, once running as an
independent after not securing the Republican nomination. As chairman of the RIWP
Algeo was an active proponent of some of the most radical equal rights legislation
proposed in the twenties, including the Equal Rights Amendment. Algeo presented bills
(via male legislators) to the legislature calling for equal pay for equal work for teachers,
removal of the property qualification for voting, and the service of women on juries.
The RIWP certainly had the broadest scope for equal rights and differed from the
RILWV, especially on matters of protective legislation for women. Nevertheless, Algeo
and her fellow members of the RIWP did not distance themselves from their fellow
activists in the RILWV who emphasized social reform on the basis of women's
differences from men.
The legislative agendas of the RIWP and the RILWV, while differing on some
major issues like protective legislation, largely overlapped. Rather than fighting
myopically for the ERA, the RIWP joined forces with other women's organizations to
further the efforts toward civic reform, equal rights measures, and removal of the
property qualification. This cooperation challenges the idea that breaks between
women's organizations with different ideologies hindered women's reform efforts in the
1920s. The experience of Rhode Island's women suggests that coming together on
issues fostered organized women's greatest successes. Algeo and her cohorts from the
Women's Party worked in concert with the ULWV and other women's organizations to
support legislation throughout the decade. In her history of the women's suffrage
1:Ilovementin Rhode Island, The Story of a Sub-Pioneer, Algeo speaks fondly of the
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cross-organizational relationships shared by women in Rhode Island. 43 Ideological
differences existed between these groups, but they managed to cooperate on several key
issues. The local battles for removal of the property qualification, protection of women
and children's rights in industry, amendments to the malapportionment of the Rhode
Island Senate and the fight for equal pay for equal work all depended on the
cooperation of the Women's Party, the ULWV, the women's organization federations,
and often the participation of the women's branches of the local political parties. In a
harsh political climate that often resisted women's efforts for reform, organizational
cooperation provided women a tool for gaining their greatest victories.
Another striking example of cross-organizational cooperation can be seen in the
experience of the local Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR). The national
Daughters of the American Revolution, an organization typically associated with
conservatism designed to unite women with ties to the founding fathers, had in fact
worked for social reform in the early 1920s. As an early member of the WJCC it had
fought for the passage of the Sheppard-Towner Act, endorsed prohibition, and pushed
for stricter child labor laws. By the middle of the decade, however, the national DAR
shifted from a progressive organization to a conservative one. Its focus transformed to
matters of national defense and it played a large role in distributing the infamous spider
web chart maligning many prominent women's organizations as communists.
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In

Rhode Island the DAR had three active chapters, each headed by a regent. Many of the
women active in the Republican Women's Club were also members of the DAR, most
notably Mrs. Edward S. Moulton who was the regent of the Esek Hopkins chapter of
the Rhode Island DAR, vice president of the Republican State Committee, and a
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prominent member of the Women's Republican Club. Coverage of Rhode Island DAR
activities in the local press does not suggest that the group engaged in political
mudslinging. In fact, the local DAR played a prominent role in organizing the joint
Women's Committee on Law Enforcement that staged mass protests in favor of stricter
prohibition enforcement in Rhode Island in 1924. This group was composed of twelve
prominent women's organizations including the ULWV, the RI Council of Women, the

RI Federation of Women's Clubs, and the WCTU, among others. This cooperation
indicates that the Rhode Island DAR maintained working relationships with other, more
progressive women's organizations. The spirit of red baiting that was so prominent
throughout the nation and that reached a fever pitch in neighboring Massachusetts with
the Massachusetts Public Interest League was somewhat tempered in Rhode Island.

Over-Clubbing
As some women thrived on organizational activity and fostered collaboration on key
legislative issues, others grew overwhelmed by the expectations of organizational life.
Some of the club fatigue outlined on the national scale was apparent in Rhode Island.
The activity and dedication of organized women in both political and nonpolitical
organizations garnered much attention from the local press in 1922. Some have argued
that women were staying away from club activity in the twenties, but this does not seem
to be the case in Rhode Island. The sheer number and varied scope of the clubs
mentioned on local newspapers suggests an atmosphere in which club activity was the
norm, especially for middle-class women. While some women certainly enjoyed these
act'ivities and participated in staggering amounts of club work, other women were
clearly burdened by the social pressure to participate. In March 1922, the Providence
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Journal published a two article series dramatizing participation in women's club
activity in Providence. It described a Mrs. Smith-Jones who had recently moved to
Providence from the Midwest and had nothing to do but housework and dinner
preparation until she got a call inviting her to join a women's club. She quickly became
engaged in several clubs and began neglecting the household duties she had attended to
with such care early in her marriage. Club activity began to keep her in town all day,
away from her domestic responsibilities. She justifies this to her husband by stating,
"Everybody belongs to clubs these days. There is so much for women to be doing you
can't sit at home and see the world going to rack and ruin without doing something to
stop it." 45
Mr. Smith-Jones inquires how many clubs Mrs. Smith-Jones participates in.
When she replies with an estimate of ten, her husband muses about the number of
women's clubs that must exist in the state if each woman participates in ten. The pair
began to count the women's clubs listed in the year books and both fell asleep before
they could conclude their count, ending in the 600 club range. In the next installment
of the series, Mrs. Smith-Jones begins to notice the state of her household and
reconsider her involvement in club activity. She decides to stop participating in club
activity to refocus on her domestic life. She dresses nicely and cooks a delicious dinner
for her husband. When, after the meal, Mr. Smith-Jones informs his wife that he will be
leaving for a three month business trip, she discloses her plan to relinquish club activity.
Mrs. Smith-Jones is angered by the suggestion that she stay home and be tied to
domestic duties if her husband will not be around to enjoy the fruits of her labors. She
rips up the resignation letters she had written to her clubs and exclaims:
Women have got to get out and see each other once in a while. Besides, there are lots of clubs
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that are doing awfully worthwhile things (rip went another envelope), and I should think that
you of all people, wouldn't decree us to stay home and do nothing after all of the lessons in
public service the war has taught us (rip, rip), and you don't want that night-work-for-women
bill to fail, yet ifwe women don't go out to work for it who will? You men won't. You're too
46
busy at the office and going on business trips!

While this was, of course, a fictional account of middle-class club life, it is indicative of
the level at which women were participating in organizations, and some of the common
tensions this may have created in the home. Participating in club life had been a large
part of middle-class women's social agenda in the era before suffrage, but this series
pointed to an expansion of the role that club activity played in women's lives in the
twenties. Mrs.-Smith Jones' comments point to the feeling that the work of the
clubwomen was essential as a check on existing political power. She clearly believed
that men would not do the political work required to promote social reform. Mrs.
Smith-Jones obviously felt that pressure from women's groups is the only way that
politicians will be held accountable for continued work on political questions women
see as important.
Club fatigue was certainly a reality, but evidence suggests that a few, dedicated
women seemed capable of working tirelessly for their cause. Several women, like
Algeo, assumed leadership roles in various clubs. The dedication of these women
points to the establishment of a small but influential political class of women who,
drawing from the support they found in separatist women's organizations, gained
expertise in drafting legislation, educating the public on its merits, and lobbying for its
passage. These individuals, and the group's within which they worked, were denied
access to powerful positions within the political party machinery. Instead, they
expanded upon the tradition of women's efforts in separatist organizations to institute
social and political change. The proceeding chapters of this study will focus more
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specifically on the various ways that Rhode Island women, through the abovementioned organizations, shaped the political climate in 1920s Rhode Island.
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CHAPTER TWO
Maternal and Child Welfare

Despite differences in philosophy, strategy, and leadership, women's organizations at
the tum of the century found unity in advocating for suffrage. Some suffrage groups
promoted voting rights for women because they envisioned women securing passage of
laws that could improve society. They saw in women a special ability to tackle the
social ills created by the rapid urbanization and large waves of immigration. The latenineteenth century saw reformers like Jane Addams, Julia Lathrop, Florence Kelley, and
their colleagues initiate a large number of social reform projects like settlement houses
and well-baby clinics that would change the social landscape of America's large cities.
Local women's organizations tackled social problems by identifying problems or needs
within the community, initiating programs and solutions, and finally sharing their
results with local government officials in hopes of fostering government participation in
social welfare projects. 1 Municipal housekeeping, while extremely valuable in
improving living conditions and social services that often transformed the health and
wellness of local communities, also seemed to be a natural extension of women's
domestic duties. Organized women worked to bring order to the cities as they may
have worked to bring order to their homes. Through these municipal housekeeping
projects, women asserted political influence while not directly taking part in the
political process. Women's groups worked to build hospitals, clinics, kindergartens,
and to promote consumer protections like cleaning up the milk supply. 2 Work on such
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projects was not controversial because it relied on women's role as keepers of social
order. It did not threaten existing political structure. 3 Such projects proved important
stepping-stones toward greater political involvement for women.
The success of women's organizations in implementing municipal housekeeping
measures logically extended to a deeper interest in issues of social justice. As women
worked to curb the social ills of society they began to question the greater causes of
social inequalities. An educated generation of women, focused on scientific inquiry and
data-driven reform, came into leadership positions in many women's organizations. In
Creating a Female Dominion in American Reform, Robyn Muncy argues that during the
Progressive Era, white, middle-class, professional women established a female
dominion of reform within the larger empire of male-dominated policy making.
Drawing from the organizational structures that women had used for decades, some
women stepped beyond the sphere of municipal housekeeping to claim greater roles as
public advocates of reform. Muncy describes a complex web of association and
patronage among female reformers that worked to create this dominion. At the center
of the web were the women of Hull House in Chicago and other settlement houses
around the country. Founded by Jane Addams in 1889, Hull House was an urban
meeting place for educated women and working class people. The women of Hull
House provided education to local citizens, conducted studies of local immigrant
populations, and sought to institute social reform from within the local neighborhood.
The women who lived at Hull House and other settlement houses became prominent
figures in the progressive reform movement.
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The second branch of the female dominion was in the Children's Bureau.
Formed in 1912 with the responsibility of administering child welfare programs, the
Children's Bureau became the "first female stronghold in the federal government" with
Julia Lathrop as the Bureau's first leader. 4 The Children's Bureau, under Lathrop,
moved to institute an ambitious agenda aimed at protecting child welfare. Lathrop and
her colleagues studied infant mortality, birth rates, orphanages, juvenile delinquency,
and other important social issues. Lathrop consistently hired women to work for the
Bureau, many of them graduates of Hull House. As the Children's Bureau's programs
and educational materials gained popularity, state agencies of similar function
developed to support the national Children's Bureau agenda. By November 1920,
thirty-five states had created state children's divisions. Again, women tended to head
these agencies and in doing so gained a wealth of both political and professional
experiences. Women from local voluntary organizations worked to support the state
agencies as well. Working for the Children's Bureau presented one of the few ways that
women in the 1920s could gain professional employment within the federal
government.
The early twentieth-century was marked by the growth of several predominantly
female professions including social work, public health, nursing, home economics, and
medical experts with specialties in children and women's health. 5 The development of
these professions was a victory for the women who gained employment and were able
to embark on professional careers. The careers also acted as a training ground for
female reformers. Muncy contends that this professional patronage system made
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possible the continuity of progressive reform efforts in the 1920s and into the 1930s.
Unfortunately, Muncy also points to some pitfalls of this network of professional and
reform-minded women. Because policy makers were male and gender relations
wouldn't allow for women to gain control of policy over men, female reformers defined
many social problems as women's problems, "thus encouraging them to blame their
nonprofessional sisters for all children's ills." 6 The mostly middle-class, white, women
reformers thus unintentionally subordinated working-class women of all races and
ethnicities in order to maintain their professional status. Muncy observes that this
phenomenon was neither deliberate nor malicious; it was a symptom of a society that
would not grant women the power to influence policy unless it pertained to other
women. While their power was in many ways limited to traditionally feminine subjects
like maternal and child welfare, women participating in this female dominion of reform
exerted great influence on policy-making in the 1920s.
Knowledge of the formation of the female dominion in reform at the national
level will provide crucial insights for my study of women and politics in post-suffrage
Rhode Island. First, it suggests a need to look beyond the traditional notions of
women's role in partisan and electoral politics and expand the understanding of
professional women and their relation to local politics. This analysis of local women's
participation in maternal and child welfare reform in Rhode Island reveals that women
in the state exerted a similar "female dominion" on the local level. In the years after
suffrage organized women in Rhode Island fought to create a state Bureau of Mother's
Aid and a state Child Welfare Division within the Department of Health. Female
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medical professionals staffed these positions and gained access to government
appointed positions. In 1926, the Rhode Island General Assembly passed twenty-two
child welfare measures that had been sponsored by local women's organizations. Social
reform efforts that focused on women's expertise in matters of maternal and child
welfare represent one area in which organized women in 1920s Rhode Island had great
influence.
The Penal and Charitable Commission and Mother's Aid
The role of organized women in Rhode Island in the debate over the reorganization of
the state's Penal and Charitable Commission reflects the first instance of newly
enfranchised women drawing on the tradition of social reform. The Penal Commission
had been created in 1917 with the aim of managing the operations of the various penal
and mental health institutions throughout the State. 7 These facilities included the state
prison, the Providence county jail, the state workhouses and house of corrections, the
state hospital for mental diseases, the state infirmary, the state reform school, and the
state and home school. For its first few years nine men (and no women) served on the
Commission.
In the winter of 1921, a Providence Journal investigation described incidences
of corruption at the State Infirmary at Howard. In reaction to the reported abuses,
several citizens banded together to form the Rhode Island Civic Committee with the
aim of investigating the Penal and Charitable Commission and drafting legislation that
would improve its management of the state's reform institutions. The Civic Committee
was composed of twenty members, fifteen of whom were women. The group appointed
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a smaller "Committee of Eight" individuals, five men and three women, to visit the
State's institutions, study the workings of the current Penal Board, and assess its
efficacy. The group reported its findings in February of 1922. Senator Sherwood took
the recommendations of the Committee of Eight and used them to draft a bill mandating
the reorganization of the Penal and Charitable Commission. The Sherwood Measure
included several major modifications to the existing Penal Commission structure. It
proposed reducing the size of the Commission to five members, at least one of whom
should be a women. The members would be appointed by the Governor and serve five
year terms. These members would choose from their ranks a Penal commissioner who
would be the only paid member of the Commission. The Civic Committee put a great
deal of emphasis on the level of expertise in the field that commissioners should have. 8
The system in place gave a salary to both a commissioner, a secretary, and two fiscal
agents. Under the Sherwood proposal the new commissioner would be a highly
qualified expert in the field and would earn a salary of up to $10,000 a year. The Civic
Committee justified this pay increase by stating that the incoming commissioner would
work to unify and streamline the organization's management, fostering the development
of better management practices in all institutions served by the Board that would in tum
better serve the wards of the State. The Sherwood Measure also removed the caveat
that an individual from each county in the State had to be represented on the
Commission.
Women's groups in Providence and beyond quickly took action to support the
Sherwood Measure for reorganization of the Penal and Charitable Commission. First

40

among these groups was the Rhode Island Council of Women. Soon after, the Rhode
Island Federation of Women's Clubs threw their support behind the bill. Members of
the United League of Women Voters discussed the issue at length. Mrs. E. E. Wilde,
chairman of the group's legislative committee, reported that her committee had studied
the Sherwood resolution and suggested that all branches of the organization throw their
support behind the measure at the upcoming regional conference in Newport. Theodore
Francis Green, who chaired the Rhode Island Civic Committee's Committee of Eight,
encouraged the women of the RILWV to support the measure, stating, "here is a chance
for all of you who are interested in the reform of the state penal and charitable
institutions to get together and have some constitutional legislation passed." 9 The
Women's Republican Club of Rhode Island, the Rhode Island League of Girls' Clubs,
the Grace Church Women's Auxiliary, and other women's groups sent word to the
General Assembly that they favored the Sherwood reorganization measure. 10 With the
support of these varied women's organizations, legislators and other organizations
active in the welfare sector clearly saw the need for changing the makeup of the Penal
and Charitable Commission.
The Senate Judiciary Committee held a private hearing on the Sherwood
Measure in March, 1922. There was a large turnout of spectators to view the hearing
and everyone who spoke voiced their favor of the reorganization plan. Three women
spoke in support of the Sherwood Measure at the hearing. All of them emphasized the
general support for the Sherwood bill from women throughout the state. At the
conclusion of the hearing Colonel H. Anthony Dyer commended the work that women
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had put forth to both in the Civic Committee and in raising public awareness of the
reorganization effort. Dyer designated women's efforts as "the first great humanitarian
movement in which they have engaged since receiving the franchise," adding, "that
there could be no disputing the beneficial influence that women have exerted."
Public support for the Sherwood Measure was high, but before it came out of
committee Senator Arthur Smith of Barrington introduced a bill presenting an
alternative method ofreorganization of the Penal and Charitable Commission that threw
a wrench in its trajectory. Smith's proposal differed from the Sherwood measure on
. several key fronts. It called for an unpaid board of nine members, two of whom should
be women. The pay for the executive of the Commission would be $5,000 a year (vs.
the $10,000 in the Sherwood measure) but would maintain the salaries of the other
officers in the Commission. Critics of the Smith bill claimed that it represented the
wishes of the Republican establishment and the current members of the Penal
Commission. Several members of the public, including Richard B. Comstock of the
Committee of Eight and Mrs. George H. Crooker and Mrs. Theodore B. Pierce of the RI
Civic Committee, requested a public hearing at which citizens could hear the merits of
both the Sherwood and Smith measures. Senator Gorton, chair of the Senate Judiciary,
sidestepped the requests for a public hearing but finally agreed to hold a second private
hearing to consider both measures in April, 1922. 11 His final decision to hold another
hearing may have been influenced in part by the extremely vocal requests of women's
organizations. In the brief period between hearings several women's groups sent
resolutions to the General Assembly reaffirming their support for the Sherwood
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Measure. The Women's Joint Legislative Committee of Rhode Island, comprised of
seven women's organizations, also sent a resolution to the Assembly in protest of the
Smith reorganization measure. 12 The Civic Committee formed a group to study the
differences between the Smith and Sherwood measures. As public interest mounted the
legislative session was coming to a close.
At the second private hearing before the Judiciary Committee, the merits of both
the Sherwood and Smith bills were outlined by their proponents. The broad coalition of
public support for the Sherwood measure was evidenced by the reading of an extensive
list of individuals and organizations who had pledged their support of the measure via
over sixty-five resolutions to the General Assembly.

Women's groups, church groups,

chambers of commerce, and social service clubs had joined together to voice their
support for the Sherwood Bill. These proponents argued that the Smith Bill did not
provide for an expert administrator, that it failed to provide the administrator with the
necessary power to make executive decisions, and that it centered on retaining
appointive power within the Commission for political interests. Despite the
overwhelming support for the Sherwood Measure, proponents of the Smith Bill
maintained a voice in the dispute. Those supporting the Smith measure argued that it
contained a great deal of progressive action and that its support from the current Penal
Board should be considered.
The mandate that some women be included on the Penal and Charitable
Commission caused some discomfort for male politicians. At the second private
hearing on the measure the chairman of the Penal and Charitable Commission said that
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"it would hardly be fair to deliberately displace members of the present commission,
who have worked faithfully for the cause they represent, by women, who, he said, have
already had a voice in the two advisory boards."

13

In giving his own testimony, Senator

Smith joked that he "purposely limited the number of women to two in order to prevent
their obtaining a quorum before they were sufficiently old along political lines." 14
While these men nervously expressed their anxiety at increased participation by
women, the women at the hearing came out strong. Mrs. William S. Sims of Newport
declared that "the subject of charities and corrections is of instinctual interest to
women." She insisted that despite the fact that women were new to politics they could
"understand the principles of the present situation" and would "soon exert a great
influence in the State." 15 Sims invoked the trope of woman's moral superiority as a
justification for women's participation. Clearly, her comments intended to draw a
bridge between acceptable notions of women's roles as caregivers and their entitlement
to government positions from which to act on such instincts. Some male politicians had
been content to let women have a say at hearings and work within the Civic League, but
when women's influence threatened to encroach upon appointive government positions
that had previously been held by men, they often objected on the grounds that women
lacked political experience.
In the end, the Senate Judiciary rewrote the Sherwood Measure to include some
elements of the Smith Measure. The executive of the Penal Commission would earn up
to $8,000. Three women would be present on the nine member board. The Governor
was to appoint one member of the Commission and then four members-at-large would
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be appointed without consideration for geography. The debate and eventual
compromise over the Sherwood and Smith measures represents an early example of
women's political influence in early 1920s Rhode Island. The organization of the Penal
and Charitable Commission became a point of entry into politics for almost every
woman's organization in the State. Perhaps because of the high level of interest among
women, women gained their first posts within a State government body. It is not clear
what prompted the drafters of the compromise bill to increase the number of women on
the Commission to three. It is clear, however, that women played a large role in
shaping the debate ranging from their prevalence in the RI Civic Committee, to
women's organizations, to their speeches during the hearings.
Building on the successes of women's groups in asserting their views on the
Penal and Charitable Commission reorganization, a few also women gained leadership
positions within the State government through their work in the Mother's Aid Bureau, a
division of the Penal and Charitable Commission, that was created in 1923. Earnest
discussion of a mother's aid bill that would provide financial assistance to mothers of
dependent children began in 1922. In his inaugural address Governor San Souci
encouraged lawmakers to consider the matter. He said, "At the present time our
attention had been focused on this important subject by reason of the great interest
manifested therein by associations of mothers and other organizations throughout the
State working for the promotion of child welfare measures."

16

Women's groups

including the Congress of Mothers, the WCTU, the Women's Joint Legislative
Committee of Rhode Island and the ULWV actively pursued the passage of a mother's
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aid measure. 17 They were joined by support from Providence's Overseer of the Poor,
Matthew J. Cummings, who would administer the funds in the city of Providence, and
who suggested that the passage of the mother's aid measure would help alleviate an
existing duplication of effort by relief agencies. This, he said, would help ensure that
each family receiving aid did not get visits from more than one agency and thus "the
self-respect of these families would not be killed."
In March of the 1922 legislative session three versions of mother's aid bill sat in
the House Finance Committee. Mrs. Frank H. Hammill, an active member of the both
the Women's Republican Club and the RILWV, authored the most popular of these
measures that would eventually become law in 1923. Presented to the House by Mr.
Frederick Peck of Barrington, Hammill's measure called for local overseers of the poor
to cooperate with the Penal and Charitable Commission in the administration of aid,
half of which would be provided by the State and the other half of which would be
appropriated from city or town budgets. Hammill was thus one of the first women to
draft legislation in Rhode Island. The measure presented by Representative Tew of
Pawtucket would have mother's aid administered by the State Department of Health's
Division of Child Welfare, a body that had been in existence since 1919 and was run by
Dr. Elizabeth Gardiner. The final option called for the creation of a State Board of
Mother's Pensions within the State Board of Education to manage aid distribution. 18
These three bills languished in committee and eventually the 1922 legislature passed a
measure calling for the appointment of a woman to the position of State Director of
Mother's Aid who would serve within the Penal and Charitable Commission and who
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would "investigate the subject of giving aid to mothers with dependent children under
the age of fourteen years." 19 While failure to pass mother's aid in 1922 was viewed as a
setback by women's groups, the appointment of the State Director of Mother's Aid, and
the subsequent adoption of her proposals as a law in 1923 demonstrated a victory for
women's groups and an extension of their power within the structure of the social
welfare machinery in the State.
Miss Helen A. Powers became the first director of the Bureau of Mother's Aid
after the passage of the Mother's Aid Bill in May 1923. The law called for the creation
of a local board of mother's aid in cities and towns, consisting of three to five local
electors who administered aid locally. Members of the local boards conducted home
visits to "grant aid to mothers with dependent children under fourteen years of age who
desire and need such help if such mothers are capable and fit mentally, morally, and
physically to bring up their children." 20 The local bureaus and boards reported to the
State Bureau of Mother's Aid, headed by Miss Powers, who supervised local boards and
made appropriations to cover one half of the amount expended. 21 At the end of its first
year the mother's aid law benefited seventy-nine Rhode Island families. This number
grew to 301 families at the end of 1927.22 By 1925 all of the cities in Rhode Island
and seventeen towns had adopted Mother's Aid. 23 The Mother's Aid Bureau focused its
work on promoting the health, education, and housing needs of the children under its
care. Not only had Rhode Island's newly enfranchised women gained a victory in
promoting maternal welfare, they had also advocated for the creation of a government
position that would be held by a professional woman.
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The Sheppard-Towner Act

The federal Children's Bureau, under Julia Lathrop, began pushing for a program of
federal aid to facilitate child welfare work at the state level in 1918. Lathrop's
proposed program, which eventually came to be known as the Sheppard-Towner
Maternity and Infancy bill, was proposed first in 1918 and again each subsequent year
until its passage in 1921. Proponents of Sheppard-Towner argued that the welfare of
the nation depended on healthy children, and that the government should be responsible
for promoting measures to safeguard children's well being. While states' rights
advocates vehemently opposed a federal funding program, Lathrop and her allies had a
few important factors working in their favor. First, despite the conservatism of the
President, certain members of Congress, including progressive southern Democrats and
western Republicans, supported a more active federal government. Secondly, because
politicians had not yet witnessed the power of the women's vote, they were disinclined
to contest an issue that women supported so strongly. 24
The Women's Joint Congressional Committee made up the greatest force in
favor of the adoption of the Sheppard-Towner Bill. In doing so the WJCC became a
powerful lobbying force in Washington representing millions of women from thousands
of organizations. The groups' efforts culminated in the passage of Sheppard-Towner
1921. The work of the WJCC and its member organizations demonstrated the early
power of the post-suffrage women's lobby within the male-dominated political
environment. The passage of the Sheppard-Towner Act represents the moment when
the WJCC, the Children's Bureau, and their corresponding support network had the
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greatest impact on federal policy.
Many women's groups in Rhode Island began fighting for acceptance of
Sheppard-Towner funds immediately after the act's passage on the national level. The
varied groups making up the Rhode Island Women's Joint Legislative Committee threw
their support behind the measure. 25 The United League of Women Voters, a part of the
RIWJLC, acted strongly in favor of the act as well. During the fall election season the
group sent questionnaires to candidates in an attempt to determine their level of support
for Sheppard-Towner. The women of the ULWV lent greater support to those
candidates who advocated acceptance of the federal aid for maternal and infant health.
League support for the measure continued through 1923 and the pressure exerted by
members of the League can be seen as partially responsible for its consideration lasting
through the years of the 1923-1924 filibuster and making it back onto the legislative
agenda in 1925. 26
In Rhode Island Dr. Elizabeth Gardiner was perhaps the most vocal supporter of
adoption of the Sheppard-Towner Maternity and Infancy Act. Gardiner became the first
Director of the Child Welfare Division of the State Board of Health in 1919. The Child
Welfare Division had as its goal the "study and application of measures for prevention
of maternal and child welfare and infant mortality." 27 Gardiner earned a salary of
$3,000 annually and was the first woman to gain a directorship position in the Rhode
Island State Government. In the early years of the Division's work, Gardiner and her
staff of two (a field worker and a secretary, both of whom were women) worked on
those issues suggested by the national Children's Bureau, including weighing and
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measuring children, studying the causes of infant mortality, surveying urban mothers,
creating a library, and most importantly, instituting a system of health records designed
to track all births in the state and allow for outreach to new mothers.
The Child Welfare Division also prepared and distributed literature designed to
educate new mothers and the public. Their first publication entitled Is Rhode Island a
Thoughtful Father to its Little Children? compared Rhode Island's children's laws with
those in other states. In the introduction Gardiner wrote, "it is hoped that this survey
will lead to public support and the legislation which may be necessary to the further
development of work. " 28 Gardiner, also a member of the Rhode Island Congress of
Mothers and the United League of Women Voters, took an activist stance in her job.
She consistently advocated reform measures that she thought would improve the health
of Rhode Island's infants. Her reports to the State Board of Health consistently
highlighted the benefits of cooperation among women's organizations to improve child
welfare services. For example, in the 1920 report Gardiner referred to her division's
cooperation with the RI Congress of Mothers, local district nursing associations, local
chapters of the Red Cross, the WCTU, the Federation of Women's Clubs, and other
health and charitable societies. 29 After the federal government made Sheppard-Towner
funds available to the states, Gardiner became a strong advocate for accepting the
funds. Gardiner concluded her annual report to the State Board of Health in 1921 by
saymg,
with the increased funds which will probably be made available through the operation of the
Sheppard-Towner Maternity and Infancy Act it is hoped that we may be able to greatly expand
this sort of cooperation with organizations in the field ... until finally a comprehensive and
standardized routine system of preventative child health work has become state-wide in its
application benefiting each and every Rhode Island child ... 30
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The combination of Gardiner's outreach and the work by women's organizations that
supported the measure proved to be a greater force than the conservative forces in the
State that fought to squelch action on the Sheppard-Towner Act. Gardiner, however,
would not stay with the State Board of Health long enough to see the fruits of her labor
come to bear.
Each state had the option to accept or decline Sheppard-Towner funds. The
funding was accepted completely by the legislatures of twelve states and provisionally
by the legislatures of thirty states within six months of its passage in Congress. 31
Women's organizations, particularly the League of Women Voters, lobbied hard to
promote acceptance of the measure. Four states initially refused to accept the
Sheppard-Towner Act. These included Iowa, New York, Massachusetts, and Rhode
Island. 32 Opposition to the bill in these states proved formidable. The medical
community, including the American Medical Association, decried the bill as an attempt
to socialize medicine in the United States. Anti-suffrage organizations opposed the bill,
primarily because so many women who had been suffragists supported it. Most vocal
among these groups were the Woman Patriots, formerly the National Association
Opposed to Women's Suffrage. This group, especially strong in Massachusetts, aligned
itself with the Massachusetts Public Interest League to malign Sheppard-Towner as an
attempt to "Sovietize" America and allow the "patriarchy" of the federal government to
infringe on state's rights. In 1922, Massachusetts brought a suit in equity against the
act, challenging its constitutionality and holding that it violated its sovereign rights as a
state. Opponents of the measure in Rhode Island used similar state's rights arguments
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to oppose acceptance of the funds.
Bills to accept Sheppard-Towner funding were presented in the Rhode Island
General Assembly in 1921, 1922, 1923, and 1924. The filibuster of 1923 and 1924 left
the measures in committee without further action. Dr. Elizabeth Gardiner of the
Division of Child Welfare began to voice frustration at the failure to act on the
appropriations that could greatly benefit Rhode Island's children. In her report to the
State Board of Health in 1922 Gardiner lamented the fact that despite "advances in
scientific knowledge" the death rates of children in Rhode Island under one month of
age "has been hardly affected." 33 She called for the expansion of prenatal education
throughout the state as a means of reducing infant deaths and lamented, "It was hoped
that the funds provided for through the acceptance of the Federal Infant and Maternity
Act might be made available for the promotion of this necessary and promising field of
Child Welfare Work." 34 While Gardiner's outlook within the report remained positive,
her disillusionment over the failure of the State to accept the funds was also apparent.
In July 1923 Dr. Gardiner resigned from her post at the Division of Child Welfare in
order to take a position as Associate Director of the Department of Maternity, Infancy,
and Child Hygiene in New York. She made no public statement about why she chose to
leave Rhode Island's State Board of Health so suddenly except that she desired to work
in the larger field of New York.35 New York, like Rhode Island and Massachusetts, had
opposed acceptance of the Sheppard-Towner act as an encroachment on state's rights. It
accepted Sheppard-Towner funds in 1927.
Finally, after failed attempts spanning four years, the Rhode Island General
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Assembly accepted the funds made available through the Sheppard-Towner act in April
1925.36 Following the lead of the American Medical Association, the State Board of
Health itself had resolved "not to apply to the legislature for the passage of any act
looking to the acceptance of the federal Sheppard-Towner Act." 37 Similarly, many
politicians spoke out against the appropriation of Sheppard-Towner funds as an
encroachment by the federal government into the State. Women's organizations
including the RILWV, the Consumer's League, and the WJLCRI, continued to lobby for
the matter, insisting that accepting the funding could bring invaluable funds into the
state to better the condition of Rhode Island's children. Party lines were split in the
final vote on the issue. Representative Frederick Peck, who had often been a sponsor of
the Sheppard-Towner acceptance legislation, made clear his stance that while he
opposed federal encroachment, he saw it as foolhardy not to accept funds that could be
of such benefit to the state's mothers and children. Peck made it clear that he would not
have supported the act had he been a member of the national congress, but called for a
pragmatic approach in accepting the available funds to help local children since they
were available.
The State Board of Health elected Dr. Marion Gleason of Providence to head the
Child Welfare Division after Gardiner's resignation. Gleason, a 1907 graduate of Tufts
Medical College, had been an active medical practitioner in Rhode Island for several
years. She was also the treasurer of the Rhode Island Homeopathic Society. Gleason
took charge of the Child Welfare Division in 1923. Her team was composed of a field
secretary, three field workers, and a secretary. With acceptance of the Sheppard-
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Towner appropriations in 1925 Gleason's team grew to support the existing personnel
and an additional five field workers. Gleason's 1925 annual report to the State Board of
Health outlined the benefits of additional personnel and services offered by the division
as a result of the increased funding. She mentioned general increases in "personal
contact in the homes of children and in Conferences, the distribution of literature
relative to maternal and infant hygiene, talks to Parent-Teacher Associations and other
organizations, and the use of moving pictures." 38 The acceptance of Sheppard-Towner
funding in Rhode Island greatly increased the scope of the Child Welfare Division's
work. Division records show a continuous decrease in the child mortality rate over the
course of the 1920s. Women's organizations around the state had been the primary
advocates for acceptance of the Sheppard-Towner funds. Their persistent efforts were
instrumental in expanding local women's access to maternal education and infant
welfare training. These efforts also furthered organized women's credibility as primary
advocates of social welfare legislation.

The Children's Code Commission
After successfully completing the fight for Sheppard-Towner on the national scale the
WJCC's next major effort centered on the push for a Child Labor Amendment.
Women's groups had long pushed for legislation protecting children from the dangers
of the industrial workplace. In 1904 several activists, including Florence Kelley
founder of the National Consumers' League, united to form the National Child Labor
Committee (NCLC). This group secured the passage of two laws banning child labor in
1916 and 1919, but both laws were immediately challeng~d by opponents and struck
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down by the courts. 39 Members of the NCLC and other proponents of child welfare
legislation met in 1922 to discuss alternate solutions to the problem of children's
exploitation in the workplace. They decided to organize a lobbying effort "dedicated to
securing the passage of an amendment to the Constitution granting Congress the power
to regulate child labor in the United States." 40 Advocates of the Child Labor
Amendment, including the WJCC, attempted to frame the debate the same way they
had praised the merits of the Sheppard-Towner Act; it would protect children from
being exploited. The Child Labor Amendment, however, was more closely linked to
labor issues than Sheppard-Towner. Debate over the amendment, therefore, involved
discussion of more than just infant and maternal welfare. 41 Opponents of the act
organized successfully to inhibit its ratification. These opponents included
manufacturing interests and patriotic associations that decried federal involvement in
labor legislation. They launched an aggressive advertising campaign against the
amendment that helped sway public opinion against its ratification. The Child Labor
Amendment was never ratified, and organized women's groups had lost a decisive
battle. Their collective political influence decreased in part because of their reliance on
framing the political debate in maternalistic terms.
The fight for ratification of the proposed Child Labor Amendment also failed in
Rhode Island. Advocates for child welfare were active in their push for ratification in
the State. The Rhode Island Congress of Mother's and Parent Teachers had cooperated
with Brown Sociology Professor Harold S. Bucklin to complete a study outlining the
state of legislation relative to children. Their findings helped fuel the debate over the
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ratification of the twentieth amendment. Women's organizations throughout Rhode
Island met to discuss the issue. The United League of Women Voters considered
ratification of the amendment one of its primary goals in 1924.42 They held a rally
along with several legislative "teas" to discuss the matter and sent questionnaires to the
candidates seeking their position on the measure. 43 Chairman of the ULWV, Mrs.
James E. Cheesman, made it clear that the nonpartisan ULWV did not actively choose
or support specific candidates, but that a candidate's stand on child labor would
influence ULWV member's support. Miss Alice W. Hunt, an active member of both the
ULWV and the Consumer's League, maintained that, "The Rhode Island child labor rate
is 58 percent higher than the average rate for the United States. Between 1910 and
1920 child laborers in the United States decreased forty-seven percent but increased six
percent in Rhode Island." 44 The need for increased protection for children in industry
was clear to clubwomen throughout the state.
Business interests in Rhode Island maintained their opposition to the child labor
amendment. In a letter to the editor of the Providence Sunday Journal, Mr. Edwin C.
Smith expressed the views of the business community in opposing the amendment. He
questioned advocates of the amendment who claimed it could "conserve the child" ...
"by ensuring a healthful environment and educational opportunity." He argued instead
that the amendment would represent greater injection of the federal government into
state and private matters. He wrote, "I for one do not care for further constitutional
powers under which a so-called child labor bureau can demand a revelation of the
intimate facts of my business. " 45 According to Smith the enforcement of the
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amendment would be impossible and would lead local businesses to refuse employment
to anyone appearing younger than voting age in order to avoid legal sanction. Mrs.
Sara L. G. Fittz wrote a letter in reaction to Smith's claims the following week that
detailed the need for legal protections for Rhode Island's children and lamented what
she called the "skillful propaganda" put forth by opponents of the amendment. Fittz's
commentary reveals the tension that existed between business interests and women's
organizations. She wrote:
It is a sad commentary on an opposition attempting to obstruct this measure to picture the
worker for it as a sort of female Pied Pipers, busily engaged in kidnapping the children of the
nation in a long procession .... We are becoming weary of being warned against this so-called
Federal control and the "old maids" that are meddling with other people's children. A business
in any State that depends upon the blood of children ... should not be allowed to exist and if State
laws refuse to protect, surely National Government must not be pocketed in a narrow field,
helpless and hamstrung by this States rights bugaboo. 46

Fittz continued by listing the various women's organizations backing the amendment on
a national scale. Her piece demonstrates the way that opponents to the amendment
attempted to demonize women seeking the legislation as "old maids." This was a
common trope as organized women tended to be above the age of thirty and were often
associated with Victorian mores. Such attacks appealed not just to opponents of the
measure but to those who saw organized women as meddlers. Opposition combined
with the legislative inaction caused by the filibuster. Early in the 1925 session,
Lieutenant Governor Toupin found that the official draft of the proposed amendment
that had been left on his desk had gone missing. 47 Legislative action on the
Amendment ceased and it was never ratified in Rhode Island.
While support for the child labor amendment in Rhode Island was complicated
by questions of state's rights, the push for Rhode Island specific legislation to protect
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children took on a more urgent tone after it became apparent that a federal amendment
would not take hold. The Republican Women's Club (RWC), which had never
officially declared its position on the child labor amendment, sponsored a bill to create
a local Children's Code Commission. Miss Ada L. Sawyer, a member of the club and
the first woman admitted to the Rhode Island Bar, wrote the legislation. It called for
the formation of a commission that would work to codify the laws of Rhode Island
affecting children, to study the existing conditions of child welfare, and to study the
laws of other states as a means of bringing Rhode Island's laws up to the standard of
other states. 48 The group would be made of nine members including a member of the
judiciary, a member of the House of Representatives, a member of the senate, a
representative of the social work interests of the state, and five members at large. At
the conclusion of their study the members of the Commission would be responsible for
writing new legislation that could remedy the current state of child laws in Rhode
Island. The creation of the Children's Code Commission quickly passed through the
House and Senate and the Governor signed the bill creating the Commission in April
1925. Mrs. Harold J. Gross, President of the WRC, Mrs. Charles H. Remington, a
member of the State Public Welfare Commission, Mrs. Agnes A. Babcock, chairman of
the educational committee of the WRC, and Miss Sawyer, the author of the bill were all
present at the signing.
Governor Pothier appointed the nine members of the Children's Code
Commission. Of the nine members to staff the commission, the Governor selected four
women. Agnes Babcock who had also been present at the bill's signing was selected as
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a member of the Commission. Babcock was a prominent member of the Women's
Republican Club who had worked with Sawyer in drafting the bill. Mrs. Elizabeth R.
Scannevin of Newport, the wife of a member of the House of Representatives was also
chosen. Mrs. Mary E. Arnold of Cranston, president of the Cranston Welfare League
also joined the Commission. Mrs. Rose A. Gerber of Providence rounded out the
women's representation on the Commission. Gerber's husband, Dr. Isaac Gerber, was
an active member of the Jewish welfare community and Mrs. Gerber was the former
President of the Rhode Island Council of Jewish Women. At its first meeting, the nine
members chose Judge Reuckert as their chairman and unanimously nominated Ada
Sawyer to fulfill the paid position of executive secretary.
Early in the 1926 legislative session the Children's Code Commission presented
their findings and proposed a staggering twenty-seven child welfare bills for
consideration before the General Assembly. The measures included "creation of a
children's bureau, the licensing and supervision of infants' boarding homes, maternity
hospitals, day nurseries and corporations and agencies doing child placing, a juvenile
court act, the amendment of chapters dealing with orphans and needy children, wrongs
to children, adoption, and support of dependent, delinquent and neglected children and
numerous other phases of child welfare work." 49 Various women's organizations
quickly voiced their support for the passage of the children's commission's legislative
proposals. The Rhode Island Council of Women, the WCTU, the Women's Joint
Legislative Committee, the Women's Republican Club, and the ULWV endorsed the
measures. 50 Mrs. Susan Sharp Adams, a prominent leader of the Democratic women in
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the state, declared that the women of her party also supported the measures and that,
"every thoughtful and well-informed woman in Rhode Island is emphatically in favor
of all these bills and will regard failure to pass them as an act of hostility and
betrayal." 51 Mrs. Rose Gerber of the Commission visited minority members of both the
Republican and Democratic parties in an attempt to bolster bipartisan support for the
measures. 52 This broad coalition of support for the child welfare measures
demonstrates the way that organized women in Rhode Island worked together to assert
their political prerogatives in a powerful and systematic way.
In April 1926 the Rhode Island General Assembly passed twenty-two of the
twenty-seven child welfare bills proposed by the Children's Code Commission. This
was a huge victory for the various state groups interested in child welfare. Women's
organizations had shaped the debate. From the support for the child labor amendment,
to the early studies of child laws, to the proposal of the Children's Code Commission,
and the participation of prominent women on the commission in studying and writing
the laws, Rhode Island's women were the force of change behind protective legislation
for children. Leading women had formed coalitions with State public welfare leaders,
politicians, and the greater network of women's organizations to bolster support for the
measures and maintain a high level of public support for the legislation. The creation
of the Children's Bureau within the State Department of Public Welfare also meant that
another woman would take on a leadership role within the Department. Anna I Griffith
became the first Director of the Children's Bureau. In its first few years of operation
under Griffith's control the Children's Bureau cared for nearly a thousand children each
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year, licensed child boarding homes and maternity hospitals, and day nurseries. 53

Throughout the 1920s organized women in Rhode Island fought for increased maternal
and child welfare legislation. These activists faced great challenges, especially in the
political atmosphere around the Democratic filibuster and the subsequent Republican
domination of the State government. Nevertheless, steady gains were made in the areas
of child and maternal welfare throughout the decade, with the greatest achievement
being the passage of 22 pieces of child welfare legislation in 1926. A few Rhode Island
women gained government appointed positions in the Mother's Aid Bureau, the
Division of Child Welfare, and the Children's Bureau, suggesting that they were slowly
establishing a female dominion of reform within the state government structures that
mirrored national organization. Women successfully relied on their expertise as
mothers to advocate for and lay claim to legislation protecting children. These
achievements, while representing some of the most successful reform efforts of
organized women in 1920s Rhode Island, did not challenge traditional notions of
women's roles. The following chapters will examine the level of women's success
when pushing forth more controversial legislation that had traditionally been considered
outside the purview of women.
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CHAPTER THREE
Women and Electoral Politics

Whereas the Rhode Island League of Women Voters advocated nonpartisanship, some
women saw partisanship as a powerful tool with which to gain greater political power.
This chapter will outline women's limited participation in 1920s Rhode Island politics.
Through an examination of women's activity in the political parties, their voting habits,
and their experience as political candidates, it will prove that access to positions of
power within partisan and electoral politics was extremely limited for Rhode Island
women in the decade after suffrage. It does not follow, though, that just because
women occasionally failed to gain meaningful entry into partisan politics that their
impact was not felt. On the contrary, as organized women began to witness their
limited scope within the parties, they relied more heavily than ever before on the role of
separatist female organizations in working toward civic education, legislative reform,
and good government activism. The chapter will conclude with a look at several issues
of local importance shaped by women as they employed organizational techniques
outside the formal political channels. Women's access to political parties was entirely
inequitable, but women continued to shape the political agenda as an important
lobbying force.
Women's entry into partisan politics continues to be a slow and difficult process.
For newly enfranchised women in the 1920s, the gendered association linking men with
party politics remained strong. Some groups, like the League of Women Voters,
advocated nonpartisanship as a means to altering the political landscape and promoting
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good government efforts from outside the party structure. Many women, however,
maintained an interest in party politics. Once women gained the vote, the political
parties opened some doors to women. Both the national Democratic and Republican
parties selected female delegates to their conventions. In Rhode Island, the Republican
State Central Committee included one man and one woman from each town as early as
1921. Mrs. Edward S. Moulton served as the vice chairman of the Committee from
1921 to 1922 and seven other women acted on the fifteen member Executive
Committee. This pattern of nearly equal representation for women on the Republican
State Central Committee continued throughout the decade. The Democratic Party
organization was less well established in the early 1920s. In 1921, the party only had a
Democratic City Committee based in Providence. By 1922 Democrats had a small,
four member State Central Committee with Mrs. Susan Sharp Adams, the lone woman
on the Committee, as its vice chairman. 1923 marked the first year that the Democratic
Party had a large, state-wide organization with a single representative from most towns
and several representatives from each of the major cities. Of the approximately eighty
representatives, only four were women. 1 Thus, both parties were providing women
some access to the party machinery, but this access tended to center only around
women's ability to serve the parties during campaigns. Women who had experience
giving speeches, organizing rallies, and writing pamphlets were valuable to the parties,
but these efforts did not necessarily translate into political power.
The political parties in Rhode Island did, however, take women's interests into
consideration when writing their party platforms. The 1922 Republican platform
expressed the notion that the party should "favor such appropriate legislation as will
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give to women all the rights and privileges which are enjoyed by men under the
Constitution, and, in addition, such other laws as will best promote the health and
welfare of the women and children of the entire State." 2 Similarly, in 1924, the
Democratic platform asserted that the party "reaffirms its well-known stand regarding
the equal participation of women in public affairs, and advocates the removal of legal
discrimination against women by specific measures not prejudicial to women's labor
laws or to social welfare legislation." 3 Comparing legislative action to these platform
pledges often reveals a disconnect and suggests that the rhetoric was designed to
capture women's votes. Nevertheless, inclusion of women's interests in party platforms
indicates that politicians were aware of organized women's legislative priorities and
considered them to some degree. Pressure to include these pledges was often exerted
by the Women's Republican Club and the Democratic Women's Club that operated as
party auxiliaries for women. Planks relative to women's rights are noticeably absent
from the party planks in the latter half of the decade after suffrage, pointing to a either a
decrea.se in pressure from women to include such planks, or a decrease in politicians'
willingness to include them. In either case, it is clear that women's influence within the
parties was at its peak just after suffrage when the women threatened to reshape
politics. As it became apparent that women were not voting in great numbers and that
their votes did not constitute a women's bloc, the political parties became increasingly
less open to women.
Similarly, few women gained positions of power within the political parties in
the 1920s, and women's service in elective office was quite rare. A few women ran for
federal offices in the early 1920s, but those women were often sacrificial lambs
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representing minority parties who had little chance of victory. Generally, women
candidates for national and local elections did not gamer great support, but historian
Stanley Lemons points out that in each subsequent election more women were elected
and the existence of female office holders became less of a rarity throughout the 1920s.
According to Lemons, the peak of women's representation in elected positions within
the federal government before the 1970s came during the Seventy-First Congress
(1929-1931) when nine women were members. 4 Women may have held dominion over
the appointed positions governing maternal and child welfare divisions, but their
activity as representatives was limited. The position of female leaders in state
governments was similarly limited. According to Lemons, "[ w ]omen held only 1.8
percent of the 7,542 seats in the forty-eight states in 1925." 5 Women were able to
achieve only very limited power in public office in the 1920s.
The first woman to win election to the Rhode Island General Assembly was
Isabelle Ahearn O'Neill. O'Neill, the youngest daughter of two first-generation Irish
immigrants, grew up in Woonsocket where her father was a politician. Trained in
rhetoric and theater, O'Neill ran a school for oratory and the dramatic arts. She also
worked as a silent film actress. Using her flair for words, she became an active
suffragist and an early member of the ULWV. Suffrage work brought O'Neill onto the
political scene. She worked on campaigns for Democratic candidates in 1920, and
chaired the women's auxiliary campaign for Democratic gubernatorial candidate
William Flynn in 1922. That same year O'Neill's neighbor, who chaired the Providence
Democratic Committee and was an alderman from the ninth ward, sponsored O'Neill's
run for the House of Representatives. O'Neill ran as a Democrat for the fifteenth
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district House seat and beat out two strong competitors, relying on her skills as a
campaigner and her experience as a suffragist. O'Neill believed that the Democratic
Party "offered greater opportunity for women," but her choice of party may have been
influenced as much by her heritage as by the party's stance on women's rights. 6 After
her victory O'Neill asserted her view that she won based on her concentration on the
issues rather than engagement in political mudslinging. Even as the only woman in the
House, O'Neill made it clear that she would push forth legislation designed to promote
equal rights for women. 7 Throughout her long political career O'Neill authored and
advocated a great deal of legislation related to the rights of women. She served four
terms in the House of Representatives from 1922-1930. When the bill passed for
reapportionment of the Senate, O'Neill ran for State Senate and became the second
woman in the Senate serving from 1931 to 1933. 8
Louise "Lulu" Mowry Schlesinger was the second woman to gain a seat in the
Rhode Island House of Representatives. Schlesinger, an upper middle-class woman
with family wealth, was an active society woman and an avid golfer and tennis player.
While she had not been a suffragist, she had served several terms on the local School
Committee. Schlesinger ran for the House in 1926 at the request of her friend, the
Republican "boss" of Richmond, Dr. Milton Duckworth, who claimed that no one else
wanted the job. Easily gaining the party nomination, Schlesinger joined the House for
one term, and then became the state's first woman senator when she filled a vacant seat
in 1928. Bowing to the idea that men had a right to office over women, she stepped
down from the Senate race in 1930, when a male Republican candidate expressed
interest in obtaining the seat. While Schlesinger's politics were less oriented towards
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women's rights than O'Neill's, she often had greater success in pushing forth legislation
because of her allegiance to the Republican Party. Chief among Schlesinger's
successes was the introduction and passage of a bill allowing Rhode Island women to
serve on juries. 9
Several other women ran for state offices throughout the twenties, but only
O'Neill and Schlesinger were elected. One thing that both women had in common was
the sponsorship of prominent political men. Because Rhode Island used caucus
nomination for state candidates rather than the direct primary, gaining a nomination
required support from within the party machinery. Both O'Neill's and Schlesinger's
successes represented victories for women in representative government in Rhode
Island, but the fact that only two women gained office clearly illustrates the challenges
women faced in gaining access to positions of power within the local government
structures.
While some have criticized suffrage as a failure at the electoral level due to low
voter turnout in the 1920s, more recent histories of the period point out that voter
turnout declined generally in the 1920s not because of woman suffrage, but because of
other political circumstances. Political scientist Kristi Anderson explains,"[t]he
decrease in party competition, patterns of immigration, changes in electoral laws, and
generational distance from the realignment of 1896 all would lead us to expect low
turnout in the 1920s, independent of woman suffrage." 10 Nancy Cott also observes,
whereas nearly eighty percent of the eligible electorate had voted in the late nineteenthcentury, only about half participated in the presidential elections of 1920, 1924, and
1928. 11
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-Very little data exists on women's actual voting patterns in the 1920s. 12
Fortunately, in Rhode Island, the Providence Journal Almanac published data on local
election results. The data shows that women represented forty percent of all registered
voters in the state in 1922 and forty-five percent of all registered voters in the
presidential election years of 1924 and 1928. 13 Women's failure t~ gain parity with men
on the voting rolls is another indication of the changing social landscape of the 1920s.
The women discussed in this study were active participants in matters oflocal politics
and undoubtedly made every effort to vote. However, women of other races, classes,
and levels of political engagement were not voting in such great numbers. Women of
the "political class" made efforts to educate their fellow citizens, but often ignored the
women of other classes who could have swelled the voting roles significantly. Women
were also unpracticed at voting. As Anderson states, "they had grown up learning that
women were by nature unsuited to politics, that by definition politics was a male
concern."

14

Women gradually learned the habits of voting as their organizations

worked to promote fair and measured voting practices.
Women's influence was quickly felt at the actual polling places as well.
Throughout the nineteenth-century the act of voting had been ritualized and celebrated
by men. Indeed, as Anderson argues, "the male rituals so conspicuous in nineteenth
century electoral politics- the martial rhetoric, parades, and bonfires- gained power
from their exclusion ofwomen."

15

Once women gained the right to vote, the act of

voting transformed into something more personal and private. Polling places were
moved from barrooms and into gender-neutral public spaces such as schools, churches,
and firehouses. The tradition of waiting for election returns became a social event for
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men and women throughout the state. Women's organizations, particularly the League
of Women Voters, greatly influenced partisan campaigning techniques as well. Kristi
Anderson points out that the work of women's groups, "both before and after suffrage,
refined, popularized, and legitimized a new kind of interest group politics based on
information and education, and thus contributed to the decline of party-based politics."
As the decade progressed, organized women's work to educate voters in the obligations
of citizenship, create questionnaires to inform discussion on the issues, and promote
civil debate among candidates became practices employed not just by women's groups
but by the parties as well. The ULWV, the Republican Women's Club, and later the
Democratic Women's Club of Rhode Island altered the way that elections were run in
Rhode Island. These organizations created a new system of political rallies and talks
that increased voters' ability to hear candidates speak. The ULWV specialized in voter
education work. Women of the League polled candidates via questionnaires and
published voter education pamphlets. Overall, Rhode Island women's participation in
electoral politics reflects the national trends of decreased voter turnout in the 1920s.
Women's impact on the political experience, however, was felt in all aspects of the
campaigns.

Traditional studies in history and political science tend to emphasize women's voting
and participation in the parties, including as candidates, to assess their collective
political influence in the decade after suffrage. As the experience of Rhode Island's
women shows, entrance into the inner-circles of male dominated politics was difficult.
While an examination of women's participation in all aspects of electoral politics is
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-important because it reveals much about the limited possibilities of women in party
machines, these studies tend to obscure the role of women in shaping the legislative
agenda from outside party channels. Women's separatist groups formed an important
lobby that shaped not just issues of maternal concern, but also issues related to the
reform of local government. The concluding sections of this chapter will focus on
several instances in which women had an important impact on key civic reform issues.
Concurrent with the campaigns for child welfare or maternity legislation,
women's organizations delved into issues surrounding good government in which they
called for the removal of partisanship from civic practices. Lobbying for the
modification of the Providence School Board, prohibition enforcement, and an
amended caucus system, and against the corruption of the local judiciary, Rhode
Island's political women exerted meaningful influence on local political reform
movements. Women's participation in these debates indicates that women's influence
and scope extended beyond issues of maternal and child welfare discussed in chapter
two. While separate women's organizations were not always successful and did not
agree on every issue, each of the forthcoming examples shows how organized women's
efforts worked to temper the interests of politicians. Organized women were
responsible for engaging in public debate over issues of local interest and helping to
educate the public on matters that may have otherwise passed unnoticed and continued
the legacy of political corruption in Rhode Island. Political women lost some of these
battles, but even so, their participation reveals an aspect of 1920s women's politics that
is largely overlooked.
The Judgeship Debate
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The first major political battle in which Rode Island's newly enfranchised women had a
prominent voice surrounded the proposed addition of two judges to the Rhode Island
Superior Court. In early 1922, one presiding justice and six associate justices made up
the State Superior Court. In his inaugural address Governor San Souci had called for
the addition of a single judge to the Court. He claimed that the State's judicial system
was stressed and that an additional judge would help to serve the diverse legal needs of
the State's growing population. The recent passing of one of the Superior Court Justices
meant that a new appointment would be made to fill his position during the 1922
legislative session. If the General Assembly took up the Governor's call to add an
additional judgeship, two important judicial appointments would mark the legislative
session. 16
Several constituencies put forth candidates to fill the seat left vacant by the
death of Justice Doran. Hugh Baker was suggested by Newport politicians, Antonio
Capotosto, assistant Attorney General in Providence for over 10 years, had strong
Italian support, and City Solicitor Daignault of Woonsocket had a large group of French
supporters. Each constituency actively campaigned for its candidate, making it clear to
politicians that failure to choose their man might lead to retribution at the polls. Neither
Republican nor Democrat leadership could agree on which candidate to back, though
Democrats were rooting for someone of their political ilk. In early January Frederick
Peck, a powerful Republican member of the House from Barrington, presented a bill
calling for the addition of two justices to the Superior Court. Peck claimed that the
courts were overstressed and the burden would be eased by adding two members to the
judiciary. Critics of Peck's proposal quickly pointed out that the passage of this bill
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would mean that Baker, Capotosto, and Daignault could all be appointed, thus allowing
the Republicans to support all three candidates and avoid the risk of alienating any one
group of supporters.
The perceived political motives behind the Peck proposal set off a political
firestorm. One of the first groups to discuss the judgeship debate was the Women's
Republican Club (WRC). At a Club meeting Mrs. Frank J. Hammill of Bristol, a
member of both the WRC and the nonpartisan United League of Women Voters,
proposed that the Club send a resolution of protest against the creation of two new
judgeships to Republican leaders in the General Assembly. Hammill said, "The
Republican leaders of the Assembly have made a mistake and inasmuch as they are our
representatives, we should let them know how we feel in this matter. We might as well
not belong to the Republican party if we cannot take some part in its programme."
Hammill wanted not only for the Club to go on record as opposed to a specific piece of
legislation, but also to present its first public break with the State's Republican Party
machine. The President of the Club, Mrs. Henry Fletcher, voiced her opposition to
Hammill's motion, calling it radical and pronouncing that the majority of the members
of the WRC "could not, I am sure, talk with intelligence on this matter, most of us have
to follow the duties of the home." Hammill's resolution failed to pass on a technicality,
but her claim that the Club take an active role in politics was an important one that
would resonate with other members of the Club as they navigated between seeing their
organization as an active part of the political machine or as a social and educational
club for Republican wives.
Debate amongst members of the Women's Republican Club was revived at
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subsequent meetings. Opinions were split as to whether one or two additional judges
would be necessary to the State. Hammill continued to advocate the creation of one
new judgeship, while Mrs. Edward S. Moulton, Vice President of the Republican State
Committee, took the party line and advocated for the creation of two judgeships.
Moulton claimed to have a document prepared by a reputable lawyer indicating the
necessity of two new judges but when asked would not disclose the name of said
lawyer. At the conclusion of the fiery discussion, the Club's Board of Governors voted
to disallow newspaper reporters from being present during the Club's political
discussions. Without evidence of what was said at these meetings it is difficult to know
which Club members were advocating for increased political participation or how well
their suggestions were received. In a letter to the editor of the Providence Journal,
Marie Broomfield decried the conservative women in the WRC whom she saw as
having missed an opportunity for Republican women to assert their political influence.
Evidence of increased political participation on the part of the Women's Republican
Club on subsequent issues indicates that Hammill 's camp slowly gained ground. Over
the next five years the Women's' Republican Club would gain prominence not only as
an organization aiding in the Republican political campaigns, but also as a lobby for
child welfare legislation, prohibition enforcement, and other civic reform measures.

17

Others quickly began to voice their opposition to Peck's proposal to add two
new judges. Republican Senator Herbert Sherwood criticized members of his party
who, he suggested, were purposely leaving the bill in the Senate Judiciary Committee
in an attempt to stall discussion on the issue while gaining support from other Senators.
Sherwood said that, "the bench is becoming the football of politics" and publicly
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dismissed Republican treatment of the bill as political trickery. He criticized the
addition of two new judgeships as unnecessary and called for evidence of the need for
such additions to the State judicial system. Preoccupation with the judgeship bill left
the General Assembly so focused on a single issue that the first four weeks of the
legislative session passed by with neither branch passing any important acts. Senator
Gorton of Pawtucket, chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, continuously
refused to call a meeting on the issue and sometimes purposefully remained absent
from committee meetings to inhibit discussion on the issue. 18
Among those who began to voice their dissatisfaction with the two-judgeship
proposal were several of the large women's organizations in the State. A headline from
the front page of the Providence Journal read, "Women of Entire State Attack Creation
of Two New Judgeships: Three Civic Associations Protest." Both the State Federation
of Women's Clubs and the United League of Women Voters had adopted resolutions
against action of Peck's judgeship plan and sent these resolutions to the State House.
The Journal reporter remarked,
For the first time since their enfranchisement women voters of the State yesterday
aligned themselves definitely on a political issue and as a unit against a single piece of
contemplated legislation. Significant already because of the unanimity of action the
move was viewed in political circles yesterday as of double importance since it is the
first entry of the heretofore unmeasured influence of women into a political
19
controversy here.

The women's groups expressed their dissatisfaction with a bill they saw as designed to
meet the political needs of the Republican Party "as a violation of public decency." 20
The Providence branch of the League of Women Voters sent a resolution to the House,
presented by Representative Flynn of Providence, calling for the election of court
justices by popular vote. This group not only decried the political gridlock resulting
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from Peck's proposal, they also called for the separation of judicial nominations from
partisanship altogether. These various women's organizations used their long cultivated
skills of public speaking, civic study, and education as they worked to influence
legislation. 21 They were asserting their influence on a matter of local importance that
was unrelated to conceptions of gender. As newly enfranchised voters, these women
felt it their right to build on their organizing tradition and advocate for good
government.
Perhaps because women's activism against the third judgeship strayed from the
traditional scope of women's reform efforts, some politicians did not react well to
women's stand on the issue. Senator John Higgins of Woonsocket, who was also a
judge in the twelfth judicial district, made a statement on the Senate floor claiming that
opposition to the Peck bill came mostly from, "women's clubs which have been urged
by outside influences and not over half of whose members know what they are talking
about." Higgins, speaking in the presence of several members of both the Women's
Republican Club and the Webster Avenue Parent-Teacher and Mothers Club who were
observing the day's session, continued to belittle women's understanding of political
issues. He shared an anecdote of hearing two women on the street discussing the issue.
One woman, he claimed, asked the other what she thought of one of the judicial
candidates. Her friend replied, "its alright but I like Life better." Higgins' insulting
comment implied that women could not distinguish a candidate's name from that of a
magazine. Organized women of the State spoke out against Higgin 's comments and the
following day he reasserted his point. He clarified that he believed the petition sent by
women's groups to the State House were representative of the opinions of the
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leadership of the groups rather than their members. 22 Because women's participation in
the political process was breaking new ground during the judgeship debate, some men,
like Higgins, may have felt threatened as women infringed on debates that had
previously been the realm of men alone.
In frustration with the judiciary committee's failure to discuss the Peck bill,
Sherwood wrote a new version of the bill calling for only one additional judge. He
presented his bill to a chamber filled with a large crowd of politicians and spectators.
He declared that if the Peck bill were reported out from the Judiciary Committee calling
for only one new judgeship he would table his own measure. The following day the
Senate Judiciary convened without its leader and approved a version of the Peck bill
calling for only one new judgeship. Prominent members of the Republican Party had
met the evening before and decided to abandon their quest for two new judgeships. The
measure was passed by the Senate in early February of 1922 and sent back to the House
for concurrence where it passed two days later. Huge crowds of men and women
thronged the State House to witness the action. Baker and Capotosto were elected to
the Rhode Island Superior Court later in the session ending what the local papers
referred to as "one of the most bitter legislative fights in years. "

23

Women's participation in the judgeship struggle had many important
implications. For the first time since gaining suffrage, organized women in Rhode
Island took a stand on a divisive issue and made their views known through formal
political channels. Debate over the issue proved divisive for the Women's Republican
Club, sparking a debate over the very nature of the Club itself. The judgeship debate
also marked a transition for ULWV. One woman from the League remarked that taking
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formal action in opposition to the creation of two judgeships was, "the best thing the
League has ever done. The Providence Journal hailed the ULWV resolution as "the
formal entrance of the league into the legislative field. " 24 While some were critical of
women's participation in the debate, others seemed to embrace their views. Without the
outcry from organized women, the Peck bill might have made its way through the
Assembly to the Governor's desk. By speaking out against the manipulation of the
judiciary for political aims, organized women helped to hedge a power grab by the
dominant Republican establishment. This represents the first time that women's
organizations took an active role in influencing the legislative outcome of a bill outside
what was considered the women's dominion ofreform. For Rhode Island's women
participating in the judgeship debate, the success of their stance created a momentum
and excitement that helped mobilize further efforts to thwart partisan power grabs.
Reorganization of the Providence School Committee
Another area where women played a lasting role in shaping a legislative outcome
involved the reorganization of the Providence School Committee in 1924. In February
1924 Dr. George Strayer, an education expert from Columbia University conducting a
survey of Providence public schools, issued a plan for reorganization of the city's
school board. Strayer found the existing School Committee of thirty-three members too
large and too influenced by politics. The Strayer plan called for the reduction of the
Committee to seven members who would be elected by the people of Providence in a
nonpartisan election. The plan would also give the school committee control over
school finance including the purchase and maintenance of school grounds. The ULWV
and Providence's Mayor, Joseph Gainer, came out in favor of the Strayer plan. When
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considered for the first time at a City Council meeting one alderman urged the passage
of the Strayer plan because, "When a bill has the backing of such men as Dr. Strayer
and such organizations as the Providence Chamber of Commerce and the United
League of Women Voters, I believe it should be supported." 25 The plan was defeated in
the vote, however, when some of the alderman declared the need for representation of
each ward on the committee. Some women's groups, including the Rhode Island
Congress of Mothers and Teachers, agreed with Strayer's call for a smaller, nonpartisan
school committee, but they suggested it be made up of ten members with one
representative for each of the city's wards.
City Council President Schofield proposed what he called a compromise
measure that would create a school committee of five members to be nominated at party
caucuses and elected by school districts of two wards each. When the city council
acted to defeat the Strayer plan and adopt the more partisan Schofield plan the women
of the RILWV reacted strongly. President Cheesman lamented, "It is a discovery to
find how many back steps we are forced to take in the fight for progress. " 26 The
RILWV, while open to amendments to the Strayer plan, deplored the insistence on
maintaining partisanship in the school committee. Voicing the same opinion, Mayor
Gainer vetoed the Schofield plan. In an effort to keep the debate alive several "leading
citizens of Providence," including twenty four prominent women, signed a letter urging
Dr. Strayer to address the public in a mass meeting to discuss his findings and underline
the need for reform. 27 As plans for a public meeting got underway, Charles Sisson,
chairman of the Republican city committee proposed another alternative to the Strayer
plan. Sisson's plan was identical to the Strayer plan except that it called for five of the
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elected members to represent a school district composed of two wards each, and two
members to be elected at large. Sisson emphasized the need for all wards in the city to
be represented and said that his compromise was more representative than the Strayer
plan calling for all seven members to be elected at large. After Sisson addressed a
meeting of the Women's Republican Club, the group voted to endorse his measure over
the Strayer plan. The public meeting at which Strayer presented his findings was
attended by over a thousand citizens of Providence. The Providence Journal called the
meeting "the biggest of its kind" with many men and women attending. 28 Strayer
presented his findings to a receptive audience. After the presentation, the City Council
jockeyed back and forth and action was postponed during the summer recess. The
Council eventually adopted the Strayer plan with the amendments called for by Sisson
that would allow for election of committee members by school district. The measure
came to be known as the Strayer-Sisson compromise.
In the spring of 1925, some Providence residents began campaigning for the
revamped School Committee. At the April caucus over 19,000 voters turned out to
choose the candidates for the new school committee, the highest voter turnout in any
city caucus in Providence's history. 29 Of the eleven people on the ballot, four were
women. In the debate over the reorganization of the school committee the participation
of organized women, particularly the RILWV, highlights the way that women shaped
the public discourse on a local issue. Women played a large role in shaping the debate
and pushing toward the Strayer-Sisson compromise. Rather than relying on traditional
interpretations of women's affinity for education because of their role as mothers, the
RILWV framed its discussion of the School Committee reorganization on the
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elimination of partisanship. Women's role in the School Board Debate successfully
raised public consciousness on the matter to the degree that voter turnout at the
nominating caucus exceeded all expectations. In a year when the filibuster crippled
legislative action on the state level, women took an active interest role in shaping the
debate and successfully lobbying for the removal of partisanship from the School
Board.
Prohibition Enforcement
Many of the prominent women's organizations, including the WJLCRI, the Rhode
Island Council of Women, the RILWV, and the Women's Republican Club had
legislative committees that lobbied for specific legislative outcomes. Such was the case
with the Injunction and Abatement Bill of 1925. Mrs. George H. Crooker, chairman of
the social hygiene committee of the RILWV, researched and wrote a bill that would
make it easier for private citizens to file suit to abate a nuisance, with nuisance defined
as "lewdness, assignation, or prostitution." 30 It would allow any citizen to file a bill of
complaint if he or she suspected a "nuisance." The complaint would then lead to a
hearing on the matter. If a judge found the location to be a nuisance, the owner or
tenant of the location would lose his or her right to the property. In effect, the bill
would allow greater ease in the efforts to curb prostitution. Crooker toured the state
advocating the merits of the law to local chapters of the RILWV. Perhaps seeing the
bill as a means of making peace with organized women, both the Republican and
Democratic platforms in 1924 explicitly recommended the passage of the Injunction
and Abatement Bill. When the measure came up for a vote in the House it met some
opposition as a few assembly members called it a violation of the Constitution that
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might, "deprive an innocent man of the use of his property without due process of the
law." Nevertheless, the measure passed both houses without a dissenting vote.
Crooker's work on the Injunction and Abatement Bill shows one example of the
effectiveness of the women's lobby in achieving legislative goals. Organized women in
the quest for the Injunction and Abatement bill as well as the efforts for prohibition
enforcement were also areas that emphasized women's role as responsible for the moral
uplift of society. Both parties agreed with Crooker and her colleagues that putting a
stop to prostitution was an important goal.
Women's push for rigorous enforcement of anti-liquor laws would prove a less
palatable request. The debate over local enforcement of prohibition occupied the minds
of many organized women. Rhode Island had a large and active chapter of the WCTU
that had operated for many years promoting temperance. In 1922, at the urging of
many women's organizations, the legislature had adopted a prohibition enforcement act.
As prohibition continued and women's organizations began to see its effects, they began
to make a push for stricter enforcement measures. In February 1924, thirteen women's
organizations banded together to form a temporary committee on law enforcement. By
the middle of May the coalition included over one hundred women's organizations from
around the state and adopted the name, Rhode Island Women's Committee for Law
Enforcement (RIWCLE). Chaired by Mrs. Walter A. Peck, the RIWCLE laid out its
goals:

Law enforcement planks in both party platfonns; no weakening of the Volstead act; all
enforcement officials required to pass civil service examinations; legislation to provide adequate
penalties for law breakers; rigid surveillance of all permits for withdrawal ofliquor from
government warehouses; the creation of public sentiment for law enforcement in Rhode Island;
law enforcement planks in party platforms specifically relating to the Eighteenth Amendment
and its enforcing legislation; candidates pledge publicly for law enforcement; and legislation
31
providing for adequate law enforcement machinery.
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The women participating in the RIWCLE emphasized the need for prohibition
enforcement and felt as though the authorities were either unable or unwilling to crack
down. The group successfully collected 7,000 signatures on a petition calling for the
inclusion of a prohibition enforcement plank in the party platforms. These women,
using their separatist groups as an organizing tool, came together to promote their idea
that strict enforcement of the law would help lend order to what they saw as a
disorderly social climate. They routinely argued that failure to enforce laws,
particularly the prohibition laws, fostered vice, crime, and prostitution. Whereas in
some legislative efforts organized women sought to ameliorate the conditions of the
working-class and immigrant communities, the emphasis on law enforcement reveals
the many ways in which the largely white, Protestant, middle-class reformers believed
that strict enforcement of laws would protect against the social ills they saw arising
from the intemperance of the "new-stock" communities.
The law enforcement committee's most poignant moment came with its
organization of a "March of Allegiance to the Constitution" that took place on October
25, 1924. The event began at two in the afternoon as 3,000 women began to march
toward the State House. Each of the participants wore a sash reading, "Allegiance to
the Constitution of the United States." The marchers were divided into five sections.
The first and largest section was composed of church women's clubs and the WCTU.
The second group was made up of members of the SFWC, representatives of the
Federation of Colored Women's Clubs, and the Congress of Parents and Teachers. The
third group included women's welfare groups, Red Cross nurses, and social workers,
some of whom carried a banner that read "We Will Vote for Law Enforcers." Fourth in
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line was a group composed of women's patriotic groups including the DAR and the
Colonial Dames. Finally, the last group was called a "citizen's division" and was made
up of new voters, unorganized voters, and foreign born women. Behind this fifth
section several automobiles carrying older participants brought up the end of the
parade.

Thousands of spectators lined the streets to watch the women pass by. As the

women reached the State House they assembled to take an oath of allegiance to the
Constitution. Administered by Judge Sweetland of the Rhode Island Supreme Court,
the oath read,
You do severally and solemnly swear that you will support and defend the Constitution of the
United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic, and will bear true faith and allegiance
to the same. That you will give obedience to all laws of the United States and wiH support and
obey the Constitution and laws of this State. This obli§ation you take freely, without any mental
reservations or purposes of evasion, so help you God. 3

As the women recited the oath the participants "listened silently, offering mute and
voluntary loyalty." The Providence Journal remarked that such a gathering had "rarely
been excelled in impressiveness and purpose." The women participating in the march
sought no concrete legislative action but rather came together in order to clearly
demonstrate their commitment to the rule of law. A large percentage of the organized
women in the state participated. The march simultaneously illustrates the strong level
of commitment that organized women had to their cause, as well as their social distance
from the greater population. In 1925, there were about 130,000 women living in
Providence. While the march's 3,000 was an impressive showing it represented a very
small percentage of the women living in the city. The women of the RIWCLE saw it as
their duty to advocate for appropriate enforcement of the existing laws no matter the
public sentiment.
In 1926 the RIWCLE's core leadership began the fight for legislation that would
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"put teeth" in the existing prohibition enforcement law. Many women's organizations
quickly began to lobby for the enforcement bill, which was presented by Representative
Roy Rawlings of Richmond and was sponsored by the RIWCLE. The bill would
increase the financial penalties and jail time for violators of prohibition laws. Women
fell on both sides of the prohibition debate. Mrs. Robert E. Newton, a prominent
woman in the Rhode Island Democratic Party, suggested that prohibition was behind
the times. She asked,
Do you want to see our young people drinking more than ever, as they are today? We are all
nearly middle-aged women here. When we went to dances as young people we would not have
anything to do with a man who had liquor on his breath. A woman who drank was ostracized.
But it is not so today. 33

Newton concluded that prohibition was a violation of personal liberties. Representative
Isabelle Ahearn O'Neill also favored modification of the local prohibition laws to make
legal light wines and beer. She decried her fellow legislators for imbibing in drink but
failing to vote for modification for fear of political retribution.
The RILWV, which had been conspicuously absent from the march two years
prior, came out in favor of the Rawlings enforcement bill. Mrs. Harvey J. Flint, the
Rawlings bill's greatest champion, lobbied tirelessly on Smith Hill for the measure.
When the bill finally came up for consideration in the House it was killed after four
hours of heated debate. While the bill was written to allow for stricter enforcement of
prohibition, it became representative of the prohibition debate as a whole. "Wets" in
the house flayed the bill as "fanatical and unreasoned" charging that prohibition had
failed and that greater enforcement would only serve to "intensify the spirit of rebellion
now manifesting itself against this false and freakish law." Democratic Representative
• Francis Condon of Central Falls stated, "The people of Rhode Island, as every observer
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well knows, are overwhelmingly opposed to prohibition and its so-called enforcement
acts. If given an opportunity to register that opposition at the polls I believe they would
do it in no unmistakable manner." 34 The Rawlings bill was killed by a vote of fiftyseven to thirty-one. Despite the strong showing by organized women, the prerogatives
of the leaders of the general assembly took precedence.
Because of their prominence in organizing the legislative efforts in Rhode
Island, RIWCLE's leaders Mrs. Walter Peck and Mrs. Harvey J. Flint were asked to
travel to Washington and testify before a subcommittee of the U.S. Senate Judiciary
Committee investigating prohibition. Flint was asked to speak at the hearings. In her
testimony, she reflected that the RIWCLE stood "unreservedly for the Eighteenth
Amendment, for no repeal and for no modification of the Volstead act. We believe that
to attribute all of the ills of the present day to prohibition is like blaming the Ten
Commandments for all the sin that exists in the world." 35 Whereas opponents of
prohibition blamed it for forcing drinking and crime underground, Flint and her
counterparts maintained that prohibition did not create criminals but did provide a
framework around which to curb criminal activity. They argued that moral
shortcomings could not be blamed on a law, but were the result of poor parenting, lack
of education, or failure of the clergy. After the hearings concluded the national
Women's Committee on Law Enforcement that had convened during the hearings voted
to adopt a course of legislative action based on the model used in Rhode Island.
Despite the reluctance of the Rhode Island legislature to pass such a measure, Flint and
her colleagues had created a model worthy of emulation on the national scale.
The Cianciarulo Caucus Plan
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Finally, organized women were responsible for bringing to light a plan to alter the
caucus system in Providence and link city elections to state party machinery. For years,
Providence city elections had been conducted through its ten ward committees. Ward
committee members were elected at party caucuses and members of the ward
committees chose the ward candidates for City Council from each political party. They
also sent delegates to the city convention where parties elected their candidates for
Mayor and other city offices. The ward election process operated separately from the
process by which candidates from Providence were chosen as representatives in the
House. Providence had twenty-five representative districts. Each representative district
held its own party caucuses to nominate candidates for the general assembly. State
party machinery thus had little to do with the election of city officials through ward
committees. In 1927, Republican Representative Benjamin Cianciarulo presented a bill
that would eliminate ward committees, dissolving them into representative district
committees that would nominate candidates for both city and state elections.
Cianciarulo and his supporters argued the new system would streamline city elections
and help to engage more voters. Opponents, especially women's organizations, cried
foul, pointing out that combining the election of city and state officials would mean that
state party machinery would work to nominate city officials who were loyal to the party
line over the good of the city.
The United League of Women Voters had worked for several years in an attempt
to change the caucus laws in Rhode Island. Their efforts were largely ignored by party
officials. Perhaps in part because of this, the RILWV worked tirelessly to inhibit
passage of the Cianciarulo measure. The League held several meetings to discuss the
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matter and repeatedly requested hearings on the issue that was making it through the
General Assembly at record pace. Mrs. Harriet Crooker, President of the RILWV
commented, " ... the Cianciarulo bill smacks strongly of machine politics. This
suspicion is strengthened by the fact that the bill is receiving favorable action within a
week after its introduction by its sponsor." 36 The Senate judiciary committee refused
the RILWV's request for a public hearing. Believing that the measure must be
discussed in public, the RILWV organized a radio broadcast over WJAR, The Outlet
Company, during which the proposal was discussed and the former mayor of
Providence, Democrat Joseph Gainer, along with former Republican Senator Herbert
Sherwood, decried the measure. Gainer asked over the airwaves, "What is that
purpose? It is to put the control of the city government of Providence in the hands of
the dominant State party organization." 37 The RILWV, while it was the most vocal, was
not the only group opposed to the measure. While not explicitly coming out against the
measure, the Women's Republican Club sponsored talks on the bill at which both sides
were heard. The Providence Journal came out against the measure in an editorial
called "Home rule for Providence." 38 Mayor Dunne of Providence also publicly
criticized the measure.
Sensing the public's anger over the measure, the Senate Judiciary conceded to
hold a private hearing at which members of the RILWV could discuss the matter with
legislators. Prominent Republican leaders including Cianciarulo, William C. Pelkey,
chairman of the Republican state central committee, and others reiterated the argument
that Providence elections needed streamlining and argued that combining ward and
district committees would provide greater support for Assembly candidates. Speaking
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against the bill for the RILWV, Mrs. Cheesman, former president of the organization
and current regional director of the national LWV who had traveled home specifically
to participate in the discussion, urged committee members to reconsider the language of
the bill. She said, "If the proponents are sincere in their desire to give Assembly
candidates the support of district committees then let this bill be redrafted to do that one
thing. If the proponents are not engaged in an attempt to frame a law which will permit
them to gain control of the Providence City Council, then let the bill be redrafted to
preclude this possibility." 39 Cheesman and her fellow members of the RILWV calmly
urged the legislators to consider the public outcry against the measure and amend the
bill in such a way that it be made acceptable to the public.
After the RILWV's assault of the bill at the private hearing, the Senate Judiciary
conceded to the group's request for a public hearing. At this hearing, members of the
RILWV proposed an amendment to the bill that would "provide election of district
committees, leaving the ward committees alone, instead of choosing district committees
and then dividing them into ward committees on the basis of residence as proposed in
the bill." 40 Again ignoring both the RILWV's suggestion to redraft the bill and the
public sentiment against it, the Senate Judiciary ultimately reported out the Cianciarulo
bill, unchanged, with their recommendation for passage. The measure passed the
Senate with only one opposing vote a few days later and the Governor signed it in April
1927.
The debate over caucus reform in Providence is another example of both
organized women's political engagement and the challenges they faced in advocating
reform when members of the General Assembly were focused on maintaining control
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over adhering to the wishes of their constituents. The politicians made concessions
when it was expedient, in areas like the Injunction and Abatement law, but the wishes
of the party leadership took precedence over the public outcry.

Analysis of women's entry into the male-dominated political parties in 1920s Rhode
Island elucidates the fact that positions of power within the political parties were
reserved for men. Women were unable to gain access to decision-making posts in
either the Republican or Democratic parties. In spite of the gender based discrimination
within local politics, organized women in Rhode Island rallied around several important
legislative issues relative to local government. The efforts of these women shaped
public debate on issues like the judgeship question, the reorganization of the Providence
school board, prohibition enforcement, and caucus reform. Organized women thus
acted as agents of change from outside the party structure. While they were unable to
topple the existing gender hierarchy, the campaigns outlined in this chapter illustrate the
gradual steps organized women took to put a check on government corruption and push
forward civic reform efforts. Throughout the 1920s, women's participation in political
organizations, their increased experience as voters, and their efforts to enter and alter
the traditions of partisan politics all contributed to the renegotiation of the boundaries
that had separated men and women in the public sphere.
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Table 1: Women's Voting Statistics in Rhode Island, 1922-1928
RHODE ISLAND
Total Women

YEAR

Registered

1922 Nov7

79582

Prop.*
29325

1924 Nov4

107317

1926 Nov2
1928 Nov6

88576
120402

%

%
Prop*

Reg*

Total Voters
(Men and
Worn.)

Women as% of
Total Registered
Voters

37

50257

Reg*
63

196753

40

40200

37

67117

63

238576

45

44279
52491

so

44297
67911

so

207135

43

44

56

265017

45

PROVIDENCE

Total Women

YEAR

Registered

Prop.*
8228

25772
39786

11753

1926 Nov2

28666

11895

1928 Nov6

43477

14701

1922 Nov7
1924Nov4

%
Prop.*
0.32
0.3
0.41
0.34

Reg.*
17544

%
Reg.*

Total Voters
(Men and
Worn.)

Women as% of
Total Registered
Voters

64327

0.4
0.45

0.59

88204
66514

0.43

0.66

94536

0.46

28033

0.68
0.7

16771
28776

Total Populations
1920: total 604,397. Prov 237,595
1925: total 679, 260. Prov 267,918
1930: total 687,497. Prov 252,981

*Prop.=Number of women registered as "property" voters
*% Prop.=Percent of the total women voters who are registered as "property" voters
*Reg.= Number of women registered as "registry" voters who do not meet the property
qualification
*% Reg.= Percent of the total women voters who are registered as "registry" voters
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Table 2: Men's Voting Statistics in Rhode Island, 1922-1928

RHODEISLAND
Total Men

%
YEAR
1922 Nov7
1924 Nov4
1926 Nov 2
1928 Nov6

Registered
117191
131119
118559
144615

Prop.*
63287
68298
74669
81215

Reg.*
46
48
37
44

Total Voters
(Men and
Worn.)
196753
238576
207135
265017

%
Reg.*
54
54
46
54

Total Voters
(Men and
Worn.)
64327
88204
66514
94536

%

Prop.*
54
52
63
56

Reg.*
53904
62901
43890
63400

PROVIDENCE
Total Men

YEAR
1922 Nov 7
1924 Nov4
1926 Nov 2
1928 Nov6

Registered
38555
48419
37848
51059

Prop.*
17605
22318
20622
23425

%
Prop.*
46
46
54
46

Reg.*
20950
26101
17226
27634

Men as% of
Total Registered Voters
60
55
57
55

Men as% of
Total Registered Voters
60
55
57
54

Total Populations

1920: total 604,397. Prov 237,595
1925: total 679, 260. Prov 267,918
1930: total 687,497. Prov 252,981

*Prop.=Number of men registered as "property" voters
*% Prop.=Percent of the total men voters who are registered as "property" voters
*Reg.= Number of men registered as "registry" voters who do not meet the property
qualification
*% Reg.= Percent of the total men voters who are registered as "registry" voters
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CHAPTER FOUR
The Struggle for Full Citizenship

The previous chapters have outlined the ways that organized women in 1920s Rhode
Island sought social reform legislation, made inroads into the political establishment,
and shaped several important legislative debates. This chapter focuses on three major
efforts to remove legal discrimination against women. After attaining suffrage women's
groups in Rhode Island, from the local chapter of the National Women's Party to
League of Women Voters, continued to fight for the rights of full citizenship. In Rhode
Island, women faced a particularly stubborn barrier to full suffrage because the
antiquated property qualification disallowed anyone lacking $134 in taxable property
from voting in town or city elections. This restriction was particularly damaging for
women, immigrants, and the poor. Organized women became prominent advocates in
the effort to repeal the qualification, which was achieved in a 1928 referendum.
Women also spearheaded several efforts to achieve equal pay for equal work.
Furthermore, organized women led the effort to include women on Rhode Island juries
in 1927. These efforts at achieving full citizenship rights demonstrate the continuous
nature of Rhode Island women's fight for equal rights legislation throughout the 1920s.
In Rhode Island, the most radical efforts at promoting equal rights for women
came during the latter part of the decade. This points to the continuity of efforts by
women's organizations to push for equal rights legislation. It also indicates that while
women's political participation as voters and members of the parties may not have had
the impact hoped for by suffragists, women as a lobbying group working outside the
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established political machinery yielded a great deal of influence. Repeal of the property
qualification and inclusion of women on juries represent two reforms that went beyond
the social reform legislation protecting women and children. These efforts clearly laid
claim to women's rights to full citizenship before the law.
Repeal of the Property Qualification
Rhode Island's 1843 Constitution maintained a strict property qualification for
voting. It required citizens to own $134 in real or personal property to be eligible to
vote in municipal elections. This left a large percentage of the public, especially
women and the working-class who were less likely to own property, effectively
disenfranchised in their cities or towns. The original intent of the archaic property
qualification had centered on the idea that property owners constituted a more
intelligent class of voters, were more interested in their communities, and had more
rights as taxpayers to decide the outcome of local elections. As the numbers of Rhode
Island's working-class and women voters swelled, the property restriction created a
class bias within the franchise and left many urban residents unable to use their vote to
affect change in local policy. Combined with the lopsided apportionment of the
legislature that favored rural areas, the property qualification aided in keeping the
power in the hands of wealthy property holders and in many cases helped Republicans
stay in control of city governments.

1

Between 1922 and 1928 an average of forty-nine

percent of all registered voters could not participate in municipal elections.

2

Women

were hit hard by the qualification. While women were able to hold property, they were
less likely than their husbands to do so. In both the 1922 and 1924 elections only
thirty-seven percent of women met the property qualification, leaving sixty seven
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percent unable to participate in municipal elections. 3 Similarly, the working-class had
difficulty attaining the required property. This left many voters frustrated and
disenchanted with the political process as they realized that the property qualification
was a "symbolic as well as practical barrier to voting, for it labeled them second class
4

citizens. " Property restrictions may have contributed to general voter apathy in the
state and national elections that weren't affected by the qualification throughout the
twenties.
Those who favored a repeal of the property qualification constituted a large,
informal coalition that united women, Catholics, Protestants, and working and middle_classcitizens. Public pressure that crossed ethnic and class boundaries helped garner
political support for repeal. Democrats began the fight to abolish the restriction in the
early 1920s. Organized women took up the call as well. After gaining access to the
franchise many women resented the property restriction's limitations on their political
power at the local level. Women in both the ULWV and the RIWP conducted studies of
the Rhode Island Constitution and openly criticized the property qualification as
undemocratic. While many women of the political class were at a remove from the
working class, they often framed their arguments in support of repeal measures on the
basis of extending the franchise to all classes of citizens. The eventual repeal of the
property qualification admitted thousands of working-class and immigrant families into
the ranks of full citizenship in Rhode Island. While the women fighting against the
property qualification may not have identified personally with the working class, their
dedication to the effort provides an example of cross-class alliances between newly
enfranchised women and the ethnic, middle, and working classes.
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During the 1922 legislative session women lobbied tirelessly for the abolition of
the property qualification. At the start of the legislative session two bills in each house
presented different versions of repeal measures. In the Senate the Providence Journal
noted that while the measures would generally be sent to the Committee for Special
Legislation headed by "insurgent" Republican Senator Sherman of Portsmouth, they
were instead sent to the judiciary committee headed by Senator Gorton of Pawtucket, a
"dependable organization man." 5 This suggests that the Republicans, while supporting
the bills publicly, had no real intention of reporting them out for action on the Senate
floor. Chief among the repeal bill's proponents was the Providence branch of the
League of Women Voters. Headed by the ambitious Sara Algeo, the group established a
lobby at the State House and declared the repeal of the property qualification its
primary legislative goal for the 1922 session. Algeo called the voting restriction,
"unpatriotic, undemocratic and unfair" and continued, "to make the dollar sign the
hallmark of citizenship is absolutely opposed to the spirit of democracy." 6
Soon other women's groups took up the repeal efforts. The United League of
Women Voters circulated a newsletter asking members to support the abolition of the
property qualification. 7 In a letter to the editor of the Providence Sunday Journal Sara
L. G. Fittz, chairman of the Publicity Committee for the United League of Women
Voters, claimed that no other state in the nation maintained such an arcane voting
restriction. Calling the property qualification "an anachronism," she urged women of
the state to "give full strength to the support of the bill which will complete and
strengthen the enfranchisement of women." 8 Claiming that women's collective efforts
to repeal the qualification would show "the proof of our rising power," Fittz suggested
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that it would be women's efforts that tipped the scales in favor of repeal. In a similar
letter, Sara Algeo questioned why the seemingly unjust restriction had not been
"consigned to the junk heap of antiquities" even while popular sentiment from
politicians, ex-servicemen, and women had clearly aligned in favor ofrepeal. Algeo
emphasized the unfairness of the property qualification in restricting the vote of young
professional voters who hadn't yet earned enough money to purchase property, women
voters, and the generally "less fortunate." She suggested that repeal of the property
qualification would raise interest in civic life as voters would be free of the stigma
associated with different voting classes. 9
In spite of public sentiment, the General Assembly seemed unable to come to a
consensus on a repeal measure. House Democrat William S. Flynn's repeated efforts to
bring the measure to the floor were continuously voted down. This may have been due,
in part, to the busy legislative calendar in 1922. Since politicians were busy with work
on the mother's aid bills, the judgeship question, prohibition enforcement,
reorganization of the penal and charitable commission and other measures, and because
Republicans knew repeal would put them at a disadvantage, legislators were quick to
avoid the politically dangerous property qualification issue. Action on repeal measures
took place in fits and starts throughout the session. 10 In late March 1922 members of
the Providence League of Women Voters, disappointed by the failure of the legislators
to call a public hearing on the issue, presented a "voiceless speech" to members of the
General Assembly in protest against the property qualification. The women, stating
they "had to articulate themselves somehow," created standards and placards carrying
their statements urging the need for constitutional reform eliminating the property
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qualification. They stood outside the House and Senate chambers, wheeling the
standard as the representatives passed by, and silently but clearly making their position
known.

11

In spite of these dramatic efforts, repeal of the property qualification never

came up for a full vote in either house in 1922.
Though designed to force Republicans into fulfilling their platform pledge
aimed at repealing the property qualification, the filibuster of 1923 and 1924 left both
parties in a stalemate and froze legislative action on the repeal effort and many other
important issues. During the filibuster, several Republican-sponsored versions of
repeal measures were presented. Each of these measures would do away with the
property qualification for voting in municipal elections and choosing representatives.
Democratic opposition to the Republican proposals, however, bemoaned the inclusion
of provisions within the bills providing for the establishment of budget commissions in
cities and towns. These commissions would effectively maintain some property related
restrictions by disallowing anyone not meeting the old property qualification from
voting "upon any proposition to impose a tax or for the expenditure of money." 12 The
budget commissions would control local legislation related to taxes or municipal
finances. Republicans argued their version would successfully "extend to all electors ...
the right to vote for all civil officers and in all legally organized ward meetings."

13

Democrats made it clear that they were "unalterably" opposed to the passage of a
measure containing budget commissions and the filibuster continued. After the
conclusion of the filibuster, the Republican majority of the General Assembly quickly
brought repeal measures to the floor that maintained the provision for budget
commissions. Building on the public's anger over the lengthy Democratic filibuster,
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Republican leaders decried their efforts to remove the budget commissions and passed a
measure calling for a referendum on the removal of the property qualification in April
1925. Constitutional law in Rhode Island necessitated that the referendum be presented
to the voters the following year and then put to a vote in the 1928 election. Three-fifths
of the electorate would be needed to remove the property qualification from the
constitution.
Organized women played a pivotal role in educating the voting public about the
property qualification amendment during the 1928 election. Along with the property
measure, two other important constitutional reforms were on the 1928 ballot. The first
measure called for repeal of the property qualification but maintained the subtle
restriction embodied in the option of forming budget commissions and restrictions on
voting for measures affecting municipal finance. The second referendum called for
reapportionment of the state Senate. Reapportionment would dismantle the existing
system in which each city or town sent one Senator to the General Assembly regardless
of population size. Instead, it provided for one senator for each 25,000 voters or a
major fraction thereof, with no city or town being allowed to send more than six
senators to the General Assembly. The final referendum provided for biennial
registration of voters. In a presidential election year when voter interest was high, local
politicians spent little time emphasizing the referenda in their campaigns. One local
headline read, "Little heard from either party on three proposed changes in Rhode
Island Constitution."

14

Local women's organizations, particularly the RILWV, took up

the call to educate the public and foster public support for the measures. The RILW
held talks at which experts discussed the ramifications of the amendments.
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15

The

United League News, the RILWV's main artery, presented data on the amendments.

16

League members also prepared a circular to be sent to citizens throughout the state. It
gave a short summary of the facts related to each amendment. Its final words urged
voters to seriously consider the amendments stating, "Don't ignore them! They affect
every voter! Vote on the amendments!"

17

Voter turnout was high in the 1928 election,

and voters overwhelmingly approved all three amendments to the constitution.
Supporters of the property qualification repeal had won a critical victory in extending
the rights of full citizenship to thousands of Rhode Islanders. Organized women had
played a crucial role in this campaign.
Equal Pay for Equal Work

Early in the decade, the Rhode Island chapter of the National Women's Party
sought the passage of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA). While the ERA itself never
gained much traction in the General Assembly certain measures pertaining specifically
to equal rights for women did figure prominently in the legislative agenda. In 1924,
during the filibuster, one such debate centered around the issue of equal pay for women
teachers. Major support for the measure came from both the RIWP and the ULWV,
•with both groups having made securing equal pay for women teachers one of their main
goals for the legislative session. 18 This combined effort of the moderate LWV and the
more progressive NWP once again calls into question the idea that these groups were in
contention. Sara Algeo led the charge for the NWP in Rhode Island on the issue of
equal pay much the same way she had led the charge for repeal of the property
qualification. As the chairman of both the state branch of the Women's Party and the
Providence branch of the state League of Women Voters, Algeo straddled ideologies of
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social reform and equal rights. The RIWP called for the passage of the equal rights
amendment and against protective legislation, calling for greater changes to the society
that would decrease discrimination against women. Nevertheless, the ULWV worked
in support of this measure and it is evident that cooperation took place between these
two groups and others in an attempt to pass the legislation.
With the backing of the ULWV and the RIWP, measures aimed to prohibit
"discrimination of any kind between men and women teachers in any institution in the
State supported in whole or part by public finds" were presented in the House and the
Senate. 19 Female activists and teachers soon came out in support of both measures.
Miss Abby M. E. Slade, Dean of Girls' Commercial High School in Providence, spoke
out against discrimination at a meeting of the Providence branch of the LWV. She used
statistics to disavow the notion that male teachers would leave the profession if equal
pay were provided, citing the example of Jersey City where a similar bill passed and the
city's teaching force remained fifty-two percent male. 20 In a letter to the editor of the
Providence Journal Sara Algeo also pointed to eleven other states and twenty cities that

had adopted such measures. She cited a report, prepared by Alice Stone Blackwell, that
found that seventy percent of female teachers also had dependents. This was meant to
curb the critique issued by the bill's opponents that male teachers needed to be paid
higher salaries in order to care for their dependents. Algeo concluded her editorial, "To
me it seems but a matter of common honesty to pay the same money for the same
service. " 21 Despite the press coverage and seeming growth in public opinion in favor
of the legislation, both equal pay measures died in committee in 1924, two more
victims of the lengthy filibuster.
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Isabelle Ahearn O'Neill attempted to revive the equal pay debate in 1926 to no
avail. Finally, in 1927 the matter came to a head just as the question of women's jury
service was also a main consideration. A Senate Judiciary hearing was called to discuss
the Sanderson Bill that provided for equal pay for women and men teachers. Only "two
men had the temerity to face two score of women" and testify against the measure at the
hearing. The Assistant City Solicitor of Providence discussed the cost implications for
providing equal pay and said that the measure could cost the city of Providence $70,000
a year for high school teachers and an additional $500,000 if elementary school
teachers were included. The funding formula for schools in Providence in 1927
allowed for the School Committee to spend thirty-five percent of the city revenues, a
figure the assistant solicitor said was already almost consumed by the current school
budget. He argued neither he nor the members of the school committee knew where
funding for the equal pay measure would come from. William L. Sweet, chairman of
the Providence school committee argued that the measure violated home rule and would
force the city to enact legislation that it simply could not uphold financially. Sweet
praised the general trend toward paying teachers more but argued that it was
"inconsistent to seek an increase in compensation for women in particular for the
special reason that men are receiving more." 22 Sweet's failure to consider that women's
work might deserve the same pay as men's reveals the deeply entrenched belief that
women's time and efforts did not merit the same respect as men's.
Several prominent women's groups testified their support for the Sanderson
Equal Pay Bill. Voicing their support for the bill were the RIWP, the ULWV, the
Consumer's League, the Women's Republican Club, the WCTU, many women teachers,
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and Representative Isabelle Ahearn O'Neill. Two men, both of whom had made their
careers in education, also came out in favor of the bill. 23 Support for the measure by
local women was strong as women of various groups joined together to defend the bill's
"fairness and justice." Despite this overwhelming support, however, the measure failed
to pass. The Senate judiciary committee reported out the bill with a recommendation of
indefinite postponement. A few days later, the Senate killed the measure with a vote of
twenty-seven to seven. ln the debate leading up to the vote several Senators voiced
their concern that the measure violated the home rule doctrine and that the local school
board should decide the issue. Senator Sanderson, the sponsor of the bill, decried the
home rule argument pointing to the Cianciarulo caucus bill's flagrant violation of such a
concept. Sanderson also spoke for the women who had supported the bill and
threatened political reprisal by "women teachers and their friends" at the polls in the
upcoming election season. The failure of the equal pay measure reflects the difficulty
organized women faced in achieving equal rights with men. Still, their efforts to
achieve such parity point to the continuous nature of women's efforts to expand their
legal rights and question the masculine hierarchy throughout the 1920s.
In some ways the equal pay debate was obscured by a brief scandal regarding
the appointment of a woman to the position of medical examiner in South County. On
January 27, 1927, Governor Pothier nominated Dr. Frances A. Kenyon to be the first
female medical examiner in the State. She would serve the communities of Richmond
and Charlestown. On the day Kenyon was to be confirmed Governor Pothier retracted
her nomination and suggested the name of a Wakefield man to replace Kenyon's
nomination. The Governor cited the fact that chairman Pelkey of the Republican state
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central committee and Lieutenant Governor Case had told him that Attorney General
Sisson stated that women were ineligible appointees to the position of medical
examiner. Both Pelkey and Case denied any involvement in influencing the Governor's
decision to retract Kenyon's nomination. The nomination of the Wakefield man also
caused a stir because while Attorney General Sisson could not produce any legal
evidence to suggest a woman could not serve as medical examiner, the law did prohibit
the service of anyone living outside the service district to serve as medical examiner in
that district, meaning that the Governor's replacement would be ineligible for the post.
In response to the retraction of her nomination Dr. Kenyon calmly stated, "If my
appointment does not go through, however, I certainly will have a great deal to say. If
the Attorney General has not made a ruling on the matter I do not understand how the
Governor can withdraw my name without some adequate reason. I have been qualified
for the position and I do not see how my name can be withdrawn without some very
good cause." 24 Kenyon's appointment and the reconsideration of its retraction created a
political row in the Republican Party as representatives of Charlestown and Richmond,
both bastions of Republican control in the State, opposed Kenyon's nomination.
Finally, in late February, the Governor re-nominated Kenyon and she gained Senate
confirmation shortly thereafter. Some proponents of the equal pay for equal work
campaign as well as the campaign to include women on juries saw this appointment
scandal as a setback. Since Kenyon eventually won the post, some women's groups
worried that her appointment would be seen as a concession to women if other
legislative efforts failed.
Jury Service
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Gaining the franchise was a step toward legal equality but newly enfranchised women
still faced a multitude of legal discrimination. As demonstrated by the debate over the
property qualification and the failed campaign for equal pay for women teachers,
organized women in Rhode Island continued the fight to expand their access to the
rights of full citizenship throughout the 1920s. Rhode Island women had their greatest,
though in some respects, most bittersweet victory when they secured women's right to
serve on juries in 1927. On the national scale, twenty states had women jurors in 1921.
Some states had made women's jury service legal when suffrage measures were passed.
In other states, legislation was necessary to include women on juries. -In many states
suffragists waged early campaigns for women's inclusion on juries. After the beginning
of the decade, when the suffrage momentum had declined, it became increasingly
difficult for women to convince state legislatures that jury service was an important
civic duty for women. Those states that ruled against jury service early in the twenties
tended not to reconsider the issue until several years later. The Connecticut League of
Women Voters, for example, waged a campaign for women jurors in 1921. The
Connecticut legislature, a largely conservative body ruled by anti-suffragists, defeated
such measures every year from 1921 until 1937. Similarly, in 1931, the Massachusetts
Supreme Judicial Court barred women from jury service, despite gender neutral
language on the subject in state law, on the grounds that the original intent of the law
did not include women. Clearly, women's jury service challenged prevailing notions of
appropriate citizenship roles for women. Organized women in Rhode Island fought to
challenge those assumptions. 25
That challenge for the right to jury service began in earnest in 1922. Each
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successive year, the General Assembly considered jury service measures which tended
to get held up in committee. The RILWV made women's jury service a key legislative
goal in 1922.26 The RIWP also supported the measures from early on. These groups
put forth arguments in favor of women's inclusion on juries as a matter of equal rights
and appealed to the political parties to uphold their platform planks calling for the
removal of legal discrimination against women. The arguments for and against
women's jury service extended beyond equal rights, however, and often used notions of
gender to argue for or against the practice. Male politicians supporting jury service
measures tended to focus on their belief that women's presence on juries would serve to
morally uplift the judicial process. Senator Herbert M. Sherwood argued, "As some
juries perform their duty now, women would be a great deal better jurors than men. We
have had a great deal of trouble in this State because of the sympathetic attitude of the
jurors." 27 Sherwood implied that men of similar classes in the jury box might be
sympathetic to one another whereas women would not because of their moral
superiority. Rhode Island's only women lawyer, Miss Ada Sawyer, started off the
debate in a position against women's jury service. Sawyer argued that most housewives
had no desire to serve on juries and asked "What would the baby do while its mother
was sitting on a murder case?" 28 Sawyer echoed Sherwood's sentiment by claiming
that women, if they were to serve, would be better jurors than men because of their
"intuition" and ability to determine who is telling the truth.
Some women, on the other hand, wanted no part in jury service. Mabel Conant
of Warren wrote a letter to the editor of the Providence Journal asserting the view that
housewives had no desire to serve on juries. She wrote:
Life certainly is one thing after another! Now it's the jury duty for women menace that
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confronts us! Has it ever, I wonder, occurred to the proponents of that action to find out how
women themselves feel about it. I don't mean those women who are clamoring and agitating
for it- the Alice Pauls, et cetera, but the rank and file of womankind- the women carrying on in
the homes of the land: inarticulate not because oflack of intelligence or inability to voice their
views, but because time does not permit entering the lists even to the extent of voicing a protest.
The housewife must stay on the job ... she must continue to feed her household, at least twice a
day: a heartier breakfast tomorrow is not going to take the place of breakfast today: her family
cannot eat double at dinner tonight and release her from necessity of preparing dinner tomorrow.
And women who are doing their own work unaided, as the majority are, cannot afford to hire
assistance: they are doing all the work- cooking, laundry, cleaning, everything to maintain an
orderly, attractive home (not a barracks) and must be on the job seven days a week.
The Volstead Act, following the amendment,'was foisted upon us without our consent: the
suffrage was thrust upon us unasked (that is, unasked by an overwhelming majority of women),
and now another unwanted "privilege" is to be hung upon our burdened shoulders. If it were
possible to find out, I venture to say not 20 per cent of womankind want jury service. To enact
such a measure, making it compulsory, would add one more to the unpopular laws. Have
mercy! For the love of fairness and justice make some attempt at least to ascertain that a
majority of women want jury service before passing such an enactment. Don't add another to
our burdens and further complicate matters for a state that is already staggering under a load of
undesired and unpopular legislation.

Conant's letter reveals again the distance between women activists and their less
fortunate sisters who had less leisure time to devote to questions of politics. Whereas
the majority of women participating in political clubs had some measure of free time
and were able to consider at length the meanings of full citizenship, the majority of
women in Rhode Island did not have time to focus their efforts on such questions. The
day-to-day maintenance of family and home or the responsibilities of work occupied
most of their time. The letter from Conant is a brief glimpse into the thoughts and
feelings of a woman whose experiences differed greatly from the majority of the
women outlined in this history. It serves as a reminder that while women of the
political class were shaping the debate, there was often great social distance between
their goals and the concerns of women from different backgrounds.
As the arguments for and against women's jury service continued to develop,
the legislative debate came to a head in February 1927. As construction of the new
Providence and Newport courthouses that could accommodate women was expected to

110

conclude, organized women intensified their lobby for inclusion or women on juries.
The Republican Party had included jury service for women as a party platform measure.
Mrs. L. Mowry Schlesinger, Republican representative of Charlestown, wrote and
presented a jury service bill to the House. The Schlesinger Bill called for voluntary
jury service for women. It made legal provisions for women jurors, but women
summoned to serve on juries would be able to choose whether or not to participate. The
voluntary clause created a fury among women's organizations. Shortly after the
proposal of the Schlesinger Bill, Sara Algeo authored a bill providing for compulsory
jury service for women with the exception of women caring for young children.
Algeo's bill was presented to the Senate by Republican Robert McMeehan of East
Providence. Algeo argued that the McMeehan bill was a necessary alternative to the
Schlesinger Bill. She posited that if women could choose jury service that women of
leisure would fail to serve and that working-class women would make a habit of service
in order to earn the three dollar daily payment for jurors. She said, "the so-called
voluntary clause offers a premium to the women of leisure and education to neglect this
important duty on account of preconceived prejudice." Algeo also argued that jury
service was a responsibility that should be fulfilled by all citizens no matter what their
class or creed. 29
The day after the McMeehan Bill was presented and sent to the Senate, the
House accepted the Schlesinger bill after heated debate. Sara Algeo was in the
audience and had placed cards on each House member's desk with the printed
statement, "I feel confident that the men and women of Rhode Island want no slacker
juror bills passed." Representative Schlesinger made her "maiden speech" before the
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House in which she argued, "Women do not receive an impartial trial by jury, as
constitutionally guaranteed, when women are barred as jurors. This bill is a party
platform measure and is particularly adapted to our needs." 30 Representative Isabelle
Ahearn O'Neill agreed with Schlesinger on the principle of jury service for women but
argued against the voluntary clause contending, "women should not be exempt from the
duties of citizenship." 31 O'Neill proposed an amendment to the Schlesinger bill to do
away with the voluntary clause. Her motion incited a verbal sparring match with
Democrat James Matthews of Providence. Matthews argued that the majority of
women did not want to serve on juries and concluding with the bold statement, "and
besides, men are giving women all they are entitled to." The House passed the
Schlesinger bill without the O'Neill amendment and sent it to the Senate for
concurrence.
Many leaders of prominent women's organizations began to voice their
disapproval of the exemption clause in the Schlesinger Bill. The Providence Journal
conducted a survey of "members of the bar, heads of women's organizations, women
attorneys, and other prominent citizens." Those standing for removal of the "unwilling
clause" included Mrs. Harriet Crooker, President of the RILWV; Mrs. Philip S. Carey,
former president of the Providence Mothers Club; Mrs. Walter A. Peck, chairman of the
Women's Rhode Island Committee for Law Enforcement; Miss Ada L. Sawyer,
prominent woman attorney who had argued against jury service for women five years
prior; several members of the state's judiciary; and several politicians including future
Democratic governor, Theodore Francis Green. 32 The Providence Journal ran several
editorials calling for removal of the voluntary clause.
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33

Moreover, the Women's

Republican Club convened a special meeting of their Executive Board to discuss the
issue. Mrs. Harold J Gross and Miss Annie M Hill of the Board signed a letter and sent
it to the Senate calling for the voluntary clause to be removed. Gross remarked that
many women throughout the state may not desire to serve on juries but that members of
the Women's Republican Club believed that if jury service was to be instated it should
be "compulsory and on the same basis as men. " 34 At the Senate session where the
Schlesinger Bill came to a vote many women were present in the chamber including
some Republican women who "formed a belligerent fringe around the chamber."
Several "insurgent" GOP members tried to block action on the bill arguing that it was a
"beautiful lemon" being forced upon women who disagreed with its contents. These
opponents argued that the bill was not favored by the public but rather represented the
"dictation of two men in the Senate." One of the Republican insurgents, Senator
Sanderson of Johnston, declared a breach in the Republican Party and decried some
members of his party for ignoring the action of the Women's Republican Club.
Sanderson dismissed the attitude of some members of his party toward the WRC that he
saw as minimizing their input on the issue, suggesting, "take what we give you and be
satisfied." He concluded by stating that women should share equal citizenship rights
with men and motioned to postpone action on the bill. Sanderson's motion failed,
however, and the Senate passed the Schlesinger bill on a vote of twenty-two to twelve.
Dismayed by the Senate's action, Sara Algeo wrote a letter to Governor Pothier
urging him to veto the measure. She claimed that the bill had been rushed through the
General Assembly as a" high-handed attempt on the part of a few individuals to foist
upon the majority legislation which is wrong in principle, base in ethical content, and
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subversive of all high and patriotic ideas of American citizenship." She urged the
governor to consider that fact that, "While emanating from a small group of politicians
without apparent knowledge or interest in the wishes of women voters, the onus of this
legislation, if enacted, will fall upon the shoulders of our women, who will be
considered as shirking and slighting their obligations to obtain that which they fought
so long and tedious a struggle." 35 Algeo's sentiment was echoed by some members of
the Women's Republican Club who were outraged at their party's failure to recognize
their wishes. The Providence Journal remarked,
The Schlesinger bill's passage unamended, despite the request of the executive committee of the
Women's Republican Club of RI, has thrown the Republican Party into a new balance, with
women on one side of the scales and the organizational leadership on the other. This
realignment has been crystallized by the club's hearty endorsement of its executive committee's
stand, and frank complaints that women were never sought in council before the jury service
plank was inserted into the party's platform. 36

This jury service debate represented the first major disagreement between the men and
women of the Republican Party. Despite the action of the board of the Women's
Republican Club, seven women members of the Republican State Central Committee
visited the governor and requested that he sign the bill.

37

Clearly, there was debate

even among Republican women about compulsory jury service. The richness and
complexity of this debate alone illustrates the deep level at which some women in
1920s Rhode Island engaged with the political process.
Members of women's organizations throughout the state had made their opinion
on the jury service bill abundantly clear. In spite of the public outcry of opposition
from women Governor Pothier signed the Schlesinger jury service bill on February 24,
1927. It provided for the service of women as jurors except in the case that they were a
woman was "unable or unwilling to serve as a juror" in which case she would be
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"excused from such service." 38 While attainment of jury service for women during the
late twenties was a rarity, and can thus be viewed as a victory for women's activists, the
inclusion of the voluntary clause diminished the victory on the local level. Organized
women had succeeded in attaining this important right of full citizenship, but not
without some concession to the political establishment and the first major break
between Republican men and women over a legislative issue. Still, after both Rhode
Island and the District of Columbia made jury service for women a reality in 1927, no
other state moved to include women on juries until 1935. 39 What has been interpreted
by historian Stanley Lemons as a victory for Rhode Island women was actually seen as
a failure by many organized women throughout the state. The debate around jury
service for women illuminates the fact that women in different women's organizations
had diverse opinions. While historians have traditionally referred to the women's
movement in the 1920s as crumbling because of such diverse interests, the jury debate
in Rhode Island demonstrates how diversity of opinion made the movement stronger.
In her history of the legacy of New Jersey suffragists Felice Gordon concludes that the
quest for equal rights died out in the 1920s and was almost wholly replaced with
organized women's emphasis on social welfare legislation, the majority of women's
organizations in Rhode Island seemed capable of maintaining a strong legislative
agenda on both of these fronts. 40 Abolition of the property qualification and the
inclusion of women on juries were the greatest accomplishments of organized women
in 1920s Rhode Island. They reaffirm the view that female separatist organizations
successfully put forth equal rights legislation well into the decade after women gained
the right to vote.
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CONLUSION

To look at women's suffrage as a failure obscures important strands of women's
political participation in the 1920s. While participation in partisan politics was still
largely unattainable for women, the activity of Rhode Island's organized women played
a crucial role in shaping the legislative agenda throughout the decade. The prevalence
and proliferation of local women's clubs suggests that organizational activity remained
an important part of women's lives. Those women who participated in political
organizations formed a small but active political class among Rhode Island women.
The choice of most political women to engage in politics through organized women's
groups reflects an extension of the middle-class women's organizational tradition. For
women in Rhode Island who faced a particularly conservative political climate,
organizational activity represented a valuable alternative to partisan activity. Through
their work on a range of legislative issues, these women altered the political landscape.
Rhode Island's organized women successfully lobbied for social welfare reforms
like maternal aid, the Sheppard-Towner Act, and child protection laws. By framing
their call for reform around women's expertise as mothers, social welfare reformers
increased government responsibility for child and maternal welfare. As a result of
maternal welfare legislation, some Rhode Island women gained government appointed
positions within the state's Penal and Charitable Commission and State Board of
Health. Organized women also used their collective influence to improve the fairness
of elections, educate voters, lobby for issues, and write legislation. Furthermore, they
fought for civic reform and good government issues like the reorganization of the
Providence School Committee and the opposition to the Cianciarulo Caucus Measure.
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Most importantly, organized women fought for equal rights. They successfully lobbied
for the repeal of the property qualification for voting and the inclusion of women on
juries. While these wide-ranging legislative victories were not achieved from within
the political structure, Rhode Island's organized women had an undeniable role in
influencing legislative outcomes. The achievement of the equal rights measures are
their greatest legacy.
The examples discussed in this study relative to Rhode Island history have
broader implications for the scholarship on women's politics in the decade after
suffrage. They point to women's continued reliance on separatist women's
organizations as a means to promote social welfare, civic reform, and equal rights
legislation. They also suggest that through such organizational activity, women
maintained greater political clout than would have been possible within the existing
male-dominated political structure. The case in Rhode Island is particularly instructive
as it questions the assumption that women's organizations with different ideologies did
not work together. Such organizations did not agree on the course of action for all
legislation, but the RILWV, the RIWP, the WRC, and other clubs came together on
issues like the promotion of jury service for women, equal pay for women teachers, and
abolition of the property qualification. These findings suggest a need for further
examination of the impact of women's organizational activity on local politics in other
states.
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APPENDIX
Name

Mrs. Susan Sharp Adams

Memberships and Other Information
Democratic State Central Committee, Vice Chair 1922
candidate for Sec. of State, 1922 and 1924 elections (lost to
Sprague)
ULWV
Suffragist
RI WP, Chairman 1924

Algeo, Sarah M.

Providence LWV, President 1922
ran for Senate, 1922

Anthony, Miss Mary B.

RI Eq Suff Assoc, President for 3 yrs.
st

ULWV, I Vice President, Oct. 1922
Mrs. Alice R. Armstrong
Mrs. Mary A. Arnold

candidate for State Senate 1922 (Law and Order Party, Pawtucket)
Children's Code Commission (Cranston), member
Cranston Welfare League, President

Ballou, Mary Rathbone
Mrs. Henry C. Babcock
(Agnes A.)

RI Eq Suff Assoc
Women's Republican Club, chair of education comm, 1925; I st VP
1927
Present at signing of chi! code comm bill
member Children's Code Comm

Mrs. Manetta Barry
Barus, Annie H (Mrs.
Carl)

Runs for House I 922 from Barrington
RI Eq Suff Assoc, VP, Vice Chair Legislative Comm
RI Gen Fed Worn Clubs, Chair, Dept of Ind and Social Conditions.
Consumer's League of RI, Officer
RI LWV, 2nd VP 1921

Mrs Horace Bissell

RI Women's Club, President (pre 1924)
RI Civic Comm, Member of Comm of 8 to inves Penal Comm

Mrs. John Nicholas Brown
Mrs. George E Burt
Mrs. Philip S Carey

RI Civic Comm, Member of Comm of 8 to inves Penal Comm
ULWV
attended Wellesley
Providence Mother's Club, Pres, 1922 Mar
RI Council of Women, State chairman, 1923

Chace, Elizabeth Buffum

NEW Suff Assoc, RI too; 2nd Pres. RI- 1870-1899
ULWV, I st Pres 1920-I 924
RI Council of Women

Cheesman, Mrs. James E.

RI Congress of Mothers, former President
National LWV, Regional Director for NE, Apr 1924
Republican
ULWV, Pres, 1924 Oct. -1927 (at Least)

Mrs George H Crooker

chairnrnn, social hygiene committee
author of inj and abate bill, passes 1925
RI Civic League

Mrs. Henry I. Cushman

RI Council ofWomen, Pres, 1926
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RIWCLE, member executive committee
Rose D'Andrea

candidate for Sec of State 1922, Labor Ticket. Loses

Davis, Paulina Wright

RI W Suff Assoc, I st Pres. I 892-1 894

Miss Robert J. Dunbar

RI Colored Women's Union, Chair, 1922
RI Council ofWom, Press, 1022

Mrs. Henry Eldridge

RI WCTU, VP 1924
Wom's JLC RI, vice chair and treasurer, I 922
RIWCLE, vice chair
Sec Repub State Comm, 1922

Miss Adelaide Esten

worked RI Council of Defence during war
Women's Republican Club, member Board of Governor's
Providence WCTU, Chair legislative comm, 1922

Mrs. Frederick Fenner

Prov LWV, Chair legislative comm, 1922
RI NWP, chair legislative comm, 1924
UL WV, board of directors, publicity chairman

Mrs. Jerome Fittz

Democrat
attended Hunter College
Women's Republican Club, President, 1922

Mrs. Henry Fletcher

Republican City Committee, Vice Chair, 1922
Hubby once mayor of Providence

Mrs. Ray Cox Flint

Women's Republican Club, Member, 1922

Mrs. Harvey J. Flint

RIWCLE

Mrs George H Fowler

DAR, State Regent, 1924
RI Women's Club, VP, Mar 1924

Dr. Elizabeth M. Gardiner

RI Congress of Mothers, vice chair child welfare comm
Director, Child WelfDiv, State Dep of Health, 1st one, 1919-1923

Mrs. Rose A. Gerber

member Children's Code Comm
former Pres RI Council of Jewish Women
RI Federation ofWom's Clubs, 1920-1922, Pres

Mrs. Frank Gibson

Dr. Marion A. Gleason
Anna I. Griffith
Mrs Harold Gross

Housewives League, 1922, Chairman
Wom's Joint Leg Comm ofRI, 1922, Chairman
Director, Child Welfare Division, State Board of Health, I 923192?
1st Director, Children's Bureau, 1926-?
Women's GOP Club, Pres, 1924-1927 (at least)
Present at signing of chi! code comm bill
Women's GOP Club, member Board of Governor's
publicity chairman, writes its monthly bulletin
was member original Republican Women's State exec co1mn

Mrs. Frank H. Hammill

ULWV
RI Congress of Mothers, Chair, Leg Comm, 1922
GOP candidate, Fall 1924 (see 12 oct 1924)
drafted one of the I 922 mother's aid bills.

Hanchett, Grace Mather

RI LWV, 1st VP
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Miss Anne Henshaw

RI Civic Comm. Member of C01mn of 8 to inves Penal Comm
Newport Resident

Mrs. Thaddeus J. Hayden

Providence WCTU, Pres 1922
ULWV, 2nd VP, Oct 1922

Miss Alice Hunt

Democrat
Consumer's League RI, Sec 1908-1920, Pres 1930-1951 (when it
disbanded)
considered as Dem candidate for Sec of State fall 1922, she chose
not to accept
Wellesley Graduate

Jenks, Anges M.
Mrs. Emma Tucker
Kenyon
Dr. Frances A. Kenyon
Livingston, Deborah Knox

RI W Suff Assoc; Pres 1914
Providence Branch RI WP; Chairman, 1924
first woman medical examiner, 1927
RI Eq Suff Assoc
United LWV; 2nd VP 1920
RTFed Wom's Clubs; 1922-1924, Pres

Mrs. Caesar Misch

RI Women's Club; 1924 Mar, Pres
RI Federation of Music Clubs; Pres, I 924
Women's GOP Club

Mrs. Edward S. Moulton

Republican State Comm; Vice Chairman, 1921-1922
RI Congress of Mothers and Parent Teacher Association; Pres,
1922
DAR; Regent Esek Hopkins Chap, 1924
Pres of Paddock for Mayor Club in Prov (men and women in club);
Fall 1922
Speaks at Repub Convention, I 924 Apr

Mrs. Margaret Donahue
Mullaney
Mrs Julia T Myers

RI LWV, Chair, 1922
Democratic City Committee, Member, 1923
Nat Dem Comm Women from RT, 1922

Mrs. Robert E. Newton
(Jane)

member State Dem Comm, member executive board, 1922
RI Women's Dem Club, Pres, 1924
attended national Dem convention 1920
leaves to go national 1924 Apr

Isbelle Ahearn O'Neill
Mrs. Fred L. Owen
Mrs. Walter A. Peck
Mrs. Frank E. Peckham
Mrs. Jay Perkins
Mrs. Theodore B. Pierce
Mrs. Jackson E, Phillips
Miss Helen A. Powers

Rep I 5th Dist, Prov; Elected 1922
Democrat
Webster Ave Parent Teacher and Mother's Club, President 1922
Women's RI Comm for Law Enforcement, Chairman
ULWV
RI State Fed Wom's Clubs, Pres, 1928-1930
RI Congress of Parents and Teachers, Pres, 1924
RI Civic Comm
ULWV
attended Vassar
Director, Mother's Bureau, 1923-?
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Women's GOP Club of RI, Chair Financial Comm
State Repub Central Comm, Member of Exec Comm
Mrs. Charles H.
Remington

President Howard Braiding Co. of E Prov
First women chosen to preside over a congressional district
convention. Does so 11 Oct 1922.
Member State Public Welfare Comm
present at signing of chit code comm bill

Mrs. Ethelyn H. Roberts

RI WCTU, State Pres, 1922
RI's 1st Woman Lawyer
RI State Federation Women's Clubs; Pres, 1924-1926

Miss Ada L. Sawyer

Women's Republican Club
Authored chit code comm bill, present at signing
exec sec Children's Code Commission

Mrs. Elizabeth R.
Scannevin
Mrs. L. Mowry
Schlesinger
Miss William S. Sims

member Children's Code Commission
Representative from Charlestown, Republican
wrote bill to include women on juries
RI Civic Comm, Spoke at Senate jud hearing on Penal
Newport

Specter, Rev Ahna Garlin

RI W Suff Assoc, VP until 1896
RI Council of Women, Pres
Women's Republican Club; chair of leg and political info comm of
its education dep

Mrs. Edwin C. Smith

Mrs. Charles J. Steedman
Mrs Louis A Sundlun

RI = Suffrage, legislative chairman, I st VP
Republican National Committeewoman, 1924-1928
Providence Section, Council of Jewish Women, President, 1924
Consumer's League of RI, I st VP

Thomas, Harriet E

RI LWV, 1920-1929 On Board
renowned social worker

Miss Alice Weeks
Mrs. Edwin E. Wilde

Consumer's League of RI, Secretary
W01n's JLC RI; Sec, 1922
UL WV, Chairman of legislative comm, 1922
attended Mt. Holyoke

Mrs. Henry A. Whitmarsh

Yates, Elizabeth Upham

UL WV; Treasurer, 1922
Nat W Suff, RI W Suff Assoc; RI- hon pres, Nat Pres 1910-1915
RI Gen Fed Wom Clubs
Women's Council of RI, Chair Wom Suff and Civic Comm
WCTU, does paper, "The Outlook"
Dem Candidate for Liet Gov, 1922

ULWV
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